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Choosing on what topic one should do for research can sometimes be unimaginably 
difficult. I was made to ask myself the ‘so what-question?’ What is it about the 
research project that would keep you busy for the next two years of your life? What 
makes you want to do it? What value is there in doing it? So what if you write about 
the issue of foreign talent in Singapore? Who cares? Trying to rationalise my decision 
by arguing that it is important to study it because a quarter of Singapore’s population 
comprise foreigners and increasingly more are going to be here fails to fully convince 
me.  
 
Eventually, however, I realised that it is because the topic matters to Singaporeans and 
Singapore society in general and having spent half my life in Singapore, I somehow 
feel a sense of duty in trying to make sense of the matter sociologically.  
 
Now, what happens when you are about to finally conclude your study, only to find 
out that it has not been part of the recent everyday discourse, when you worry that it 
has been largely relegated in terms of its importance. It makes you wonder whether 
your study has come a little too late to ‘matter.’ To have the Prime Minister bringing 
up the topic just a few days ago during the National Day Rally definitely helps your 
cause.   
 
At the end of all that, I would firstly like to thank my parents for supporting me all my 
life. I would not be where I am without them and I am really thankful to them for 
giving me the chance to live a life I did not know was possible. 
 
The task of going through the whole process of writing the thesis would not have been 
possible without the help of my supervisor, the late Assoc. Prof. Ananda Rajah, who 
made sure that I was constantly on the right track. I will always remember him for his 
kindness, his patience, his sense of humour, his humility and for his intellectual 
guidance. He made me understand how to live life to the fullest. 
 
I owe much to Prof. Chua Beng Huat, from whom I learnt a great deal about 
sociology, for making learning of sociology enjoyable and especially for introducing 
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The Foreign Talent policy in Singapore has been a source of much discontentment 
from a segment of Singapore population since its inception. There are various reasons 
given for their discontentment and disapproval of the policy, ranging from the idea of 
Singapore citizenship becoming worthless, Singaporeans being treated as second-
class citizens by the state, loyalty of Foreign Talents (FT) toward Singapore, etc. All 
these reasons are in themselves to be examined in detail since they are what many 
consider to be the real cause for their sense of displeasure. However, something else 
lies behind all of these. 
 
In one of Freud’s major books The Interpretation of dreams, we can find the 
technique used to get at the unconscious materials suppressed. Although his 
preoccupation was with dreams, the conceptual framework of the unconscious and 
repression could be applied sociologically. Freud discussed several concepts, 
including condensation, displacement and repression to show what people say does 
not really reflect their true condition. We have to be able to read beyond the materials 
that have already been censored, gone through layers of displacement and presented 
by the unconscious as acceptable. There are materials that have been transferred to the 
unconscious, do not go beyond the unconscious and find resistance to manifest 




Through the application of psychoanalytical tools, one could make sense of the 
various statements and understand the structure from which such sentiments are 
generated. A psychoanalytic interpretation would suggest that it is too painful to 
speak out against the ruling government due to the significant historical events that 
have shown how severely a political opponent could be dealt with. All the reasons 
given, therefore, are simply distorted materials from the unconscious that have 






































In this chapter I would deal with the terms used, be it from the people themselves, 
from the state or researchers, go through the various works that have dealt with the 
issue of foreign talent in Singapore and the reasons behind the policy. It also covers 
the method used in this research. 
 
Matters of Terms 
The presence of foreign workers in Singapore has engendered a couple of interrelated 
terms that have to do with foreign talent1 and foreign talent itself as we know it is 
simply one out of a few floating within the discourse of Singaporeans. There is the 
oft-used ‘expatriate’ by some Singaporeans to refer to Foreign Talent. We therefore 
have to be clear about the terms we use with in the study. 
 
Lim S.Y. (2001) made the same observation in her study, “The terms ‘foreign talent’ 
and ‘expatriate’ are often misused or misunderstood in many studies done. To certain 
extent, both terms cannot be used interchangeably in reality” (2001:2) She clarifies 
this by first providing a definition of ‘expatriate’, “A foreign employment pass holder 
sent on an assignment to the Singapore-based office from headquarters or other 
worldwide location of your organization, who stays in Singapore on a temporary basis 
and will leave upon completion of his or her assignment in Singapore,” before moving 
on to suggest what the term foreign talent is supposed to be, “a foreign employment 
pass holder or a Permanent Resident holder of Singapore either recruited by your 
                                                 
1 Henceforth will be occasionally written as FT 
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organization locally or directly from his or her home country, holding a middle-level 
technical, professional or managerial position in your organization.” (2001: 67)  
 
She argues that technically, all those who belong to the category ‘foreign talent’ are 
‘expatriates’, whereas all expatriates are not necessarily ‘foreign talent’ because, “the 
term “expatriate”, in its “true” dictionary definition would include all foreigners based 
in Singapore; not only foreign talent but also foreign workers without high skills or 
qualifications, and foreigners living but not working in Singapore.” (2001:2) This is 
problematic as it contradicts her own definition. If she merely wants to say that the 
term ‘expatriates’ simply refers to foreigners who are in Singapore, it is not reflected 
in the definition she gives. In the definition she gives, there is no mention that 
‘expatriates’ also refers to foreigners living but not working in Singapore, which is an 
assertion made as can be seen above. 
 
Gan (1999) in his study did not bother to make a distinction between the two terms. 
Whereas Lim S.Y. (2001) argues that ‘expatriates’ is an umbrella term for all the 
foreigners in Singapore, be they foreigners who work or who simply live in Singapore, 
and that foreign talent is simply a subset of the larger category ‘expatriate’, Gan (1999) 
on the other hand seems to equate expatriate workers to representatives of 
Multinational Corporations (MNCs) (1999: 41), although he did not use the word 
‘expatriate’ in the questionnaire for his interviews with his respondents. 
 
Siow (2000) acknowledges that even though there are no legal distinctions between 
‘foreign talent’ and ‘expatriate’, both terms need to be clearly defined. She 
understands ‘expatriate’ to be individuals “who were initially employed by a foreign 
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multi-national company (MNC) in some other countries and sent here by that MNC 
on an overseas assignment…and not expected by the Singapore Government to make 
Singapore their home.” (2000:11) She argues that it may not be possible for them to 
remain in Singapore even if they wished so as many do not have much say over their 
assignment or the length of their tenure. ‘Foreign Talent’, on the other hand, are 
“more independent and can decide which country they would like to work in. They 
are usually recruited externally by the Singaporean based organisation.” (2001:12) 
The difference for her lies in the degree of independence possessed by a foreign talent 
over an expatriate. 
 
Each author, although dealing with the two terms in his/her own way, possesses 
similarity in the way the term ‘expatriate’ is understood. It is not the same case for 
their understanding of ‘foreign talent.’ I do not use the term ‘expatriate’ in my own 
questionnaire, the same way Gan (1999) has conducted his research. As Lim S.Y.’s 
(2001) research focus is on examining the factors that attract foreign talent and why 
the multinationals in Singapore would want to employ a foreign talent, it is 
understandable that she sees the need to distinguish between ‘foreign talent’ and 
‘expatriate’ and rightly so, too. The two terms do give a different picture of the object 
of study. Foreign talent is a sub-category under the category of expatriates, just like 
the sub-category of foreign workers without high skills, as has been explicated by Lim. 
While I would agree that a strict adherence to the exact meaning of the terms is 
crucial in many research studies, especially her own research, and while I would not 
disagree with the definitions that have been given by her, as long as it fits her own 
study, I do not find it of equal importance in my own case in the first place to bring in 
the term ‘expatriate’, let alone make a distinction between the two. On the contrary, I 
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think it is more important to look at people’s understanding and therefore have 
decided to leave it open to how they want to call it. If people do use them and 
understand them differently, I would want to know what they understand each to be. 
If, however, expatriates and foreign talent mean exactly the same thing to them, I 
would have to keep this fact in mind. To know how to distinguish the two, as Lim has 
done, does not mean that I would then go on to impose this distinction on the people. 
It is not my job to criticise and correct them, but to try to see from their point of view 
and though their own description. 
 
It is not my intention to evaluate the policy of foreign talent recruitment in terms of 
the validity of its reasons and whether or not it is an error on the part of the 
government to have formulated it in the first place. In other words, I am neither going 
to argue for or against the various justifications that have been put forward in its 
defence, or rather in making sure that the state of economic well-being of Singapore 
achieved thus far would not regress, but continuously be maintained and further 
developed. Nonetheless, it is still important to look at the rationale behind the policy. 
 
 
Why Foreign Talent? 
 
Demography and declining labour 
 
One of the problems facing Singapore, like many developed nations such as Japan and 
Germany, is its demographic trends. If we refer to a study by Shantakumar (1994), 
Singapore’s population is aging at a rate that ranks among the top three in the world, 
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together with Japan and Hong Kong. The supply of workers aged 40 or more in 1989 
has risen by twice as much from 414,900, which represents 29% of the total labour 
force, as compared to 833,800, which is 42% of the whole labour force in 1999. 
According to the statistics released by department of statistics at Ministry of Health, 
by 2010’s projection there will be 8.7 working persons per elderly, a significant drop 
compared to 1980, where there were 13.7 working persons per elderly. By 2030 there 
will only be 3.5 working persons per elderly. The demographic trend of aging 
population is due to declining fertility rate and increasing life expectancy. Economic 
progress moves hand in hand with increase in standard of living and health. The 
benefits of medical advancement reaped by Singapore as a developed nation are 
probably most visible in the increase in life expectancy of its population. What is 
crucial here is the projection that there will be too many in the elderly group and too 
few in the working-age group, which does not allow for the latter generation to take 
care of the old and generally Singapore itself. This was uttered by Goh Chok Tong, 
the then-Prime Minister himself. (South China Morning Post, 8 November 1999: 23) 
This predicament is to be resolved through the inflow of skilled foreign workers, in 
the words of then-Senior Minister Lee, “We will make up with more, younger 
permanent residents, whom we will seek worldwide.” (The Straits Times, 11 July 
1997) 
 
The other constituent of the current demographic situation is declining fertility rate. 
The rate at which the population is being replaced is relatively low, when compared to 
just a couple of decades ago. This is of course partly due to the much-publicised and 
well-known success of the family planning devised not long after Singapore’s 
independence and breakup from Malaysia. As a result of the family planning policy, 
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the fertility rate in Singapore has gradually declined. The fertility rate in 1970 was 
3,065 for every 1,000 females, as compared to 1,475 per 1,000 females in 1999. 
(Yearbook of statistics Singapore, 2000) In 2003, the rate stands at 1,250 babies per 
1,000 females. (Statistic Singapore Newsletter, September 2004) In order for the 
population to replace itself, Singapore needs at least a rate of 2.1 or 50,000 babies per 
year. (The Government of Singapore, Singapore: The Next Lap, 1991:21) Although 
the total fertility rate is projected to increase slightly, the projected births will carry on 
decreasing because the number of females of child-bearing ages has dropped as a 
result of past decline in fertility.  
 
The impact of the projected population trends discussed above will be a drop in 
economic standard, assuming everything else stays the same, due to reduced labour 
population in the market. Wong Kan Seng, a minister, has put the point across on why 
Singapore needs foreign talent, “Since Singaporeans cannot produce enough people to 
come into the work force each year, we need foreigners to sustain economic growth.” 
(Straits Times, 13 September 1997) This is also currently being dealt with by the 
ruling party by raising the retirement age to 62 and encouraging additional years of 
participation in Singapore’s labour market by those who, had this new policy not been 
introduced, would have retired by now.  
 
Aging population is part of the problem of demographic trends. The other part is 
related to the potential problem of lack of fit between the skills of the elderly and the 
available jobs, owing to the fact that most of the elderly workers in Singapore do not 
possess adequate educational level. According to the Labour Force Survey of 
Singapore 1999, as many as 740,600 people in the labour force have less than 
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secondary education. Out of this figure, there are as many as 433,800 who had 
primary education while the rest of the figure, which numbers at 306,800 did not 
complete secondary education. Moreover, approximately 3 out of 5 of them are age 40 
years and above. Clark (1998) argues that even though the Manpower 21 blueprint has 
proposed “Lifelong Learning for Lifelong Employability” as one of the ways to deal 
with the population trend problem, the rate of investment of job skills tends to be 
lower for older workers as they might find it more challenging to respond to changing 
production techniques or technologies. They are also seen to be not as adaptable in 
terms of mindset, behaviour and attitude, after having followed an established routine 
for many years. (Low, 2000) Lim, C. Y. et al (1988) contends that an older workforce 
has a tendency to resist restructuring programs that require retraining or job switching. 
In fact, the ruling government has been constantly urging this group, and Singapore 
population in general, to always be ready to retrain and switch jobs when the situation 
demands so.  
 
Another concern of the state related to the demographic problem of Singapore is 
keeping the ratio of different racial groups the way it is. The state has formally 
recognised the population of Singapore to consist of ‘races’, namely Chinese, Malays, 
Indians and Others (CMIO) and seems to believe that 76%-15%-7% for Chinese, 
Malays and Indians respectively, is an ideal proportion to adhere to. (Chew Soon 
Beng, 1995) The Gross Reproduction Rate (GRP) per woman was 0.7 for Chinese, 
1.02 for the Malays and 0.94 for the Indians. (Saw Swee-Hock, 1987) If this were to 
be left alone without any form of mediation by the state, the distribution would not be 
able to maintain itself. This objective affects the selection of foreigners for the 
granting of permanent residence and citizenship as ethnic, or rather for the state, racial 
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origin of the applicants is now a factor. This could be obviously linked to the effort of 
the government to get workers from Hong Kong to settle down in Singapore, which 
includes offering 25,000 of them in-principle approval for permanent residence up to 
a total of 10 years prior their arrival.2 This will be further elaborated in the later part 
of this paper. With the knowledge that the Chinese are the group whose GRP is the 
lowest and who would consequently dwindle in proportion to other groups, this 
episode was clearly an attempt to maintain the percentage of Chinese population in 
Singapore.  
 
As of June 2004, the total number of Singapore residents is approximately 3.5 million 
people, with Chinese, Malays, Indians and Others representing 2.6 million, 480 
thousand, 300 thousand, 65 thousand respectively. The percentage turns out roughly 
to be 75%, 15%, 8%, 2%. (www.singstat.gov.sg) This ratio, as far as the Singapore 
state is concerned, has to be preserved and managed alongside the foreign talent 
policy. Countries such as India, China, Malaysia and Indonesia are seen as ‘ancestral 
homelands’ of almost all Singaporeans as they fit with the racial classification. What 
is important about it is the seeming conviction on the part of Singapore state to do 
what is required to keep the distribution of population by race at a certain figure. 
 
Supplementing local talent 
The government has more often than not brought up discussions of how insufficient 
the local-born supply of talent is to enable Singapore to keep up in the competition 
with other nations. Former Prime Minister and current Minister Mentor Lee Kuan 
Yew has argued as early as the 1980s that only 1 out of 1000 Singaporeans has a first-
                                                 
2 There is, to my knowledge, no similar offer for any other group from anywhere else. 
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class mind. (S. Jayakumar, 1982:21) He also made the point that Singapore has gained 
much from inflow of talent and it is where it is now because of this addition, “If we 
had relied solely upon the talent of our natural population pyramid, Singapore’s 
performance would not have been half as good…it was this extra concentration of 
talent which gave Singapore that ‘high compression’ or ‘high rev’ in its leadership.” 
(Yap Mui Teng, 1994: 421) Former Prime Minister and current Senior Minister Goh 
Chok Tong further buttressed this point, “Out of 40,000 babies who are born each 
year, only 40 or 50 grow up to show exceptional promise…(thus) Singapore cannot 
rely on homegrown talent to thrive.” (The Straits Times, 23 August 1999: 28) 
 
Brain drain and migration 
The world as we know it is highly interconnected now, more so than ever, and at a 
pace greater than before, owing to advancements in communication technology 
among others. Movement of people, too, sees a rise in terms of numbers and 
frequency partly owing to this. Singapore is no exception. Historically established as a 
port by the British to counter the monopoly of the Dutch in the region, Singapore in 
time became a focal settling point for people from various origins, such as China, 
India, the Indonesian and Malay archipelago, etc. That most of the population in 
Singapore is constituted by people of migrant stock is something that is too well-
known to be discussed at length. The importance of the migration issue can be divided 
into two aspects. Former Prime Minister Lee expressed his concern as early as 1982 
of the emigration of local-born talents, or what is more succinctly and popularly 
known as the problem of ‘brain-drain’.(Yap Mui Teng, 1994: 422) 
 
The first aspect of the migration issue concerns the movement of Singaporeans out of 
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Singapore to settle permanently in places such as Australia, Canada or the United 
States. Just as there are migrants settling down in Singapore and become 
Singaporeans, there are also Singaporeans moving out of the country to establish roots 
somewhere else. 
 
The second aspect, which is related to this, is the characteristic of the migrants 
themselves. Most of the migrants have attained a reasonably good educational level 
and belong to a certain class, if we go according to the criterion of average annual 
income. If we relate this to the earlier point made above regarding the match between 
skills and jobs, the bulk of Singaporeans migrating out belong to the group that is 
more likely to be suitable for the jobs that require more than a minimum of secondary 
school education. Cheung (1991) points out that there are about 40,000 Singaporeans 
who emigrated from the years 1986 to 1990. Hui (1992) argues that the loss of human 
capital investment is relatively immense as 90 percent had at least secondary 
education and 45 percent were in professional, technical or managerial fields. Some of 
the reasons given by those who migrated from Singapore ranged from perceived 
difficulty in possessing material assets such as cars and landed property, the lifestyle 
in Singapore as being too hectic, pressurising and the existence of a pervasive 
government. (Sullivan, Gerard and Gunasekaran, S., 1994; Yap, Mui Teng, 1991) 
 
In terms of labour force, therefore, we see firstly the problem of a reduced pool of 
labour and secondly, a loss of reasonably skilled Singapore workers. This is no small 
matter, at least to the ruling elite, as former Prime Minister and current Minister 
Mentor Lee Kuan Yew spoke about this issue and given the fact that there have been 
numerous statements produced thereafter directly aiming at the phenomenon, 
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specifically speaking made by former Prime Minister and current Senior Minister Goh 
Chok Tong at the group in question, culminating at the distinction made between 
‘stayers’ and ‘quitters.’ ‘Stayers’ refer to Singaporeans who do not leave for the 
‘greener pasture’ elsewhere and who show a commitment by staying put. ‘Quitters’, 
as can be gleaned from the category ‘stayer’ naturally do not connote a positive 
attribute, refer to those who have no longer wished to stay permanently in Singapore. 
As members of the ruling party, their sense of consternation and worry is 
understandable but whether or not the attribution for this phenomenon should be 
solely and clearly linked with those individuals’ sense of commitment to the nation of 
Singapore alone is perhaps a misrepresentation of the larger picture that does not take 
into account first of all the worldwide migration flows and secondly, the ideological 
underpinnings that characterise Singapore society, partly a product of the ruling 
government’s ideas themselves. 
 
The 21st century and Knowledge-based economy (KBE)  
The Singapore government has determined that Singapore is to transform itself into a 
KBE as, in the words of a minister, “it is the only way for a small nation without other 
natural resources to survive the on-going process of globalisation. The knowledge-
based economy liberates Singapore because if you have the knowledge, you can turn 
what you have into far greater dividends.” (Address by Lee Boon Yang, National Day 
Lecture 1998, NUS) The race is now on “the ability of corporations and nations to 
leverage scarce resources from around the world, in new and creative ways, to add 
value.” (Siow, 2000: 27) 
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The problem foreseen in this plan is the lack of ‘talent’ to run this kind of economy. 
In order to do well in the new economy, Singapore has to be able to engage and keep 
talent from other parts of the world, in addition to its own. Former Senior Minister 
and current Minister Mentor Lee tries to demonstrate this point, “Even a country of 
abundant resources like the U.S needs talent. California’s Silicon Valley can tap 260 
million Americans, yet nearly half its talent comes from India, Taiwan, China…such 
openness to talent is what it takes to be globally competitive.” (The Straits Times, 15 
August 1999:1) 
 
‘For the well-being of Singaporeans’ 
The ruling elite also argues that the infusion of foreign talent would not take away 
jobs from Singaporeans but rather would lead to the creation of more jobs and 
opportunities for Singaporeans on the whole. Having foreign talent in Singapore 
would enlarge Singapore’s skilled labour supply, which would subsequently attract 
more higher value-added industries, such as wafer fabrication, communications and 
other sophisticated financial services. This would have an effect in generating more 
jobs in those industries.  
 
The Department of Statistics revealed that Singapore’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
growth in 1996 would have been 5.3% instead of 7.5%, a 2.2 percentage point lower 
had there not been a rise in the number of foreign talent in Singapore between 1994 
and 1996. (The Straits Times, 22 March 1999:1) 
 
MNCs and need for skilled labour 
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Lim S.Y. (2001) further suggests that Singapore needs to attract Foreign Talent by 
tracing the importance of Multinational Corporations (MNCs) to the development of 
Singapore since its inception and the reliance on them by Singapore state. An MNC is 
a corporation that has its facilities and other assets in at least one country other than 
its home country. (www.dictionary.com) Their actions and decisions could have an 
impact on a country; it could possibly lead it to experience economic depression or 
economic prosperity. The strategy adopted by the ruling party at the time of 
Singapore’s independence in 1965 to develop Singapore was export-led 
industrialisation. MNCs were invited to set up bases in Singapore to take advantage of 
its cheap labour and its low costs, achieved through setting favourable terms. 
 
MNCs help to create jobs, bring in investment, occasionally are responsible in 
technology transfer and are a source of revenue because they pay taxes. As Singapore 
moved up the development ladder from the status of a developing country to a 
developed nation, reaching per capita income of US$ 26,833 by 2005 
(www.singstat.go.sg/keystats.hist/gdp.html), it no longer offers low labour costs and 
has to correspondingly upgrade its human capital. In order to stay attractive to MNCs, 
it now has to offer a skilled labour force. Lim S.Y. (2001:15) summarises this point, 
“Singapore has only its labourers to rely on but its labourers are no longer attractive in 
terms of low cost to MNCs. Thus, having a talented labour force is now the only way 
to make its labourers attractive to MNCs.” She also highlights the difficulty that has 
been outlined above, “However, its population is ageing and its local talents are 
limited” and subsequently argues for the crucial role that foreign talent policy plays, 
“Therefore, to have the necessary talented labours, Singapore has to draw in these 
talents from abroad. With a skilled and talented labour force, Singapore becomes a 
 13
natural option for MNCs to locate their Asia offices.” (2000:15) Although it is 
contestable that a skilled workforce is the one and only prerequisite to a decision-
making process by the MNCs on whether to stay in Singapore or not, since there 
could be other factors involved, it is nonetheless a valid point to make with relation to 
the aging population and how it can sustain Singapore’s developed nation status. 
 
Former Prime Minister Goh argued that Singapore would lose more jobs if the 
government were to ask MNCs fill their management posts with locals instead of their 
own talent. For example, Matsushita, a major Japanese electronics company, 
employed 200 Japanese staff and 10,700 Singaporeans. If it had been required to 
employ Singaporeans in place of the 200 Japanese staff, it would not have established 
an office and manufacturing plant in Singapore, and thus would not have employed 
the 10,700 locals. (The Straits Times, 9 April, 1999:2) 
 
Summary 
There is a combination of factors involved in arriving at the FT policy, some informed 
by considerations that transcend the immediate concern of Singaporeans. The 
Singapore 21 Committee that was formed by MOM to engineer a plan for Singapore’s 
manpower strategy in the 21st century assuages Singaporeans that the enticing of 
international talent does not take for granted the contribution of Singaporeans nor 
does it pose a threat to their livelihood. In any case, they contend that Singaporeans 
will be thrown into competition with global talents with or without a liberal policy 
and talents who do not come to Singapore will be drawn elsewhere to compete against 
them. The combination of Singaporeans and international talent would be better off 
than Singaporeans’ effort itself. (Manpower 21: Vision of a talent capital, 1999:35) 
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 Who are FT? 
The Singapore 21 Subject Committee recognises FT, in the summary of their 
deliberations on “Attracting Talent vs Looking after Singaporeans” to be, “people 
who have certain internationally marketable experiences and skills, and who can do 
the jobs that Singaporeans cannot do, or where there are just not enough Singaporeans 
to do the work. They include foreigners who work in our industrial and commercial 
sectors as well as those in our universities and research institutes. The foreign talent 
may be an entrepreneur, IT specialist, artiste or sportsman in our “S” league. They can 
also be foreigners in our education system who strengthen schools through greater 
competitiveness and diversity.” (Summary of the deliberations of the Subject 
Committee, 1999: 4) 
 
Some of the respondents who were asked the question of who FT are and what 
constitute FT provided a somewhat close approximation to what the Singapore 21 
Subject Committee has defined as FT. The process of identifying FT involves 
highlighting the presence of the other group of foreigners working in Singapore and 
contrasting the nature of work they do: 
 
A lot of our labour force is made up of foreigners. You can’t find a Singaporean 
willing to be a road sweeper, but…that is not considered as what Foreign Talent do. 
Foreign Talent is about employing foreigners not to do ordinary jobs. 
Like…collecting rubbish, it is not what Foreign Talent do. They do jobs that 
Singaporeans are not good at doing, they are employed for expertise which is lacking 
in Singapore. (Lawrence, 25, Male, Chinese)  
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Construction workers, cleaners, domestic helpers…to me, it is more towards the 
Asian, low-class workers, not expats, not the white-collar. (Hakim, 27, male, Malay) 
 
In their statements3, what is implicit is the recognition that there are two groups of 
foreigners working in Singapore, one of which we already know as FT. The other 
group is what is commonly referred to in many studies on Singapore labour as ‘low-
skilled workers.’ The difference can be discerned from the type of work pass they 
obtain from the Ministry of Manpower (MOM) and the tasks they perform in 
Singapore. The ‘low-skilled workers’ are in Singapore on Work Permit, whereas the 
FT are those who are granted S pass and Employment Pass. 
 
Immigration History 
Singapore’s history as a land of immigrants, if we were to take its foundation as a port 
by the British in 1819 as the original historical point, though admittedly Eurocentric 
in this specific account, provides a background to the current immigration policy. A 
rather comprehensive review of Singapore’s immigration policy evolution is provided 
by Saw and Cheng (1969). Pang, Eng Fong and Lim, Linda (1982) also give a brief 
outline of the modern history of Singapore’s immigration policy, albeit linking it with 
economic development of Singapore. 
 
Prior to Singapore’s independence in 1965, we very much see a non-restrictive 
immigration policy that led to the inflow of foreign workers, most of whom were 
from China and the neighbouring region. There was no distinction made between 
                                                 
3 For the research, a number of interviews were conducted with some respondents. These are just a 
couple of their responses. 
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skilled and unskilled workers as the workers at the time belonged only to one type, 
namely the latter, labouring in areas such as agriculture and the tin mining industry. 
 
After Singapore’s independence, there was the demographic problem of 
overpopulation that contributed to a high rate of unemployment. This was solved 
through the family planning policy that encouraged couples to have at most two 
children and by adopting a more restrictive immigration policy. The number of 
unskilled male workers entering Singapore was kept to a minimum. As a result of this, 
the unemployment rate managed to be lowered to a respectable level. 
 
In the early 1980s, Singapore’s rapid development since the export-oriented 
industrialisation strategy it implemented upon its split from Malaysia allowed it to 
move up the global technological ladder, which meant a shift from its industries 
mostly operating low-cost labour possessing simple technical skills to more 
technologically-sophisticated industries needing higher-level technical skills. This led 
to an increase in demand for skilled workers into Singapore, who were also at the 
same time encouraged to become Permanent Residents. In the late 1980s, the 
Singapore state envisaged a further movement up the global technological chain 
towards high-value-added industries and acted on this projection by adopting a more 
liberal attitude on the granting of Employment Pass and Permanent Residence.  
 
In the 1990s, Singapore’s transition to a knowledge-based economy moved parallel 
with the trend of an aging population. The Singapore state dealt with this by 
amending the criteria for granting permanent residence, making it less stringent. The 
conversion from permanent resident status to Singapore citizens also saw a change in 
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the reduced period of required residence in Singapore, thus enabling more to become 




There are three main types of Work Passes under the Singapore’s Work Pass 
Framework. They are Employment Pass, S Pass and Work Permit. (www.mom.gov.sg) 
 
Employment Pass 
Employment Pass is meant for foreign workers who possess acceptable tertiary, 
professional or technical qualification together with a basic salary of S$2,500 upwards 
a month. The Employment Pass is valid for a period of five years and is renewable 
upon expiry. Under the category of Employment Pass, there is further differentiation. 
A foreigner would either be given an Employment Pass belonging to the P, Q1 or S 
type.  
 
A P1 Pass would be given to those whose minimum basic salary a month is more than 
S$7,000. A P2 Pass would be issued to those whose basic monthly salary falls 
between the range of slightly above S$3,500 and S$7,000. A Q1 Pass is for those 
whose basic monthly salary exceeds S$2,500 and possess acceptable degrees, 
professional qualifications or specialist skills.  
 
A first-time applicant may be issued Employment / S Pass of up to two years. The 
Employment / S Pass may be renewed for a period up to three years. 
(www.mom.gov.sg) 
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 S Pass 
S Pass is a new category of Work Pass which replaced what was previously known as 
Q2 Employment Pass starting from 1 July 2004. According to the Ministry of 
Manpower (MOM), the creation of this new category is aimed at raising the level of 
flexibility and responsiveness of the foreign labour framework to the local industries’ 
need for skilled manpower at the middle level. Any foreigner who earns a basic 
monthly salary of S$1,800 is eligible to apply for an S Pass. Unlike Work Permit 
holders, there will not be any maximum period of employment for S Pass holders. 
They are permitted to work in Singapore until the prevailing retirement age. There is a 
levy of S$50 a month and there is also a 5% cap on the number of S Pass holders in 
every company based on the company’s number of local workers and Work Permit 
holders (www.mom.gov.sg)  
 
Even though P and Q Pass holders, by virtue of belonging to Employment-Pass-
holder group, have more privileges than Work Permit holders, within it there are 
disproportionate concessions granted to either type, as P Pass holders are viewed as 
possessing greater human capital by the state and therefore should be rewarded in 
accordance with this distinction. An example of such a privilege can be seen in the 
ability of P Pass holders to apply for Long Term Social Visit Pass for parents and 
parents-in-law, something that Q1 Pass and S Pass holders are not allowed to do. 
There is further distribution of privileges between Q Pass and S Pass group. Those 
with Q1 Pass are allowed to apply for Dependant’s Passes for spouse and unmarried 
children below 21 years of age, a concession which not all S Pass holders are 
conferred. S Pass holders are permitted to apply only if their monthly basic salary is 
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equal or more than S$2,500. Spouses of S Pass holders are allowed to work in 




Having gone through the Employment Pass and S Pass, we shall now take a look at 
the other type of work pass granted to foreign workers in Singapore, the Work Permit 
(WP). It is issued to a ‘skilled or an unskilled foreigners with a monthly basic salary 
of not more than S$1,800 to work in Singapore’, with skilled being defined as one 
who possesses at least a SPM qualification or its equivalent, or a NTC-3 (Practical) 
Trade Certificate [also known as ITE’s Skills Evaluation Certificate (Level 1) from 
July 2002] that is relevant to his/her occupation. The Work Permit is valid for 
generally two years.   
 
An employer of WP holders can only bring them in after obtaining the in-Principle 





An important part of the research is to investigate the statements made by 
Singaporeans about foreign talent. In order to look beyond the statements, one first 
has to know what they think and say about the topic itself. For this purpose, 
interviews have to be conducted with some of them. 
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 In-depth interviews 
We know that some Singaporeans have made known their views on the issue of 
foreign talent on the local newspapers since the issue became widely discussed some 
years ago. Although newspapers are an important source of information for this study, 
we still have to conduct interviews which would attempt to get answers we 
specifically need for it. Through the interviews, we will try to find out what people 
have to say about the issue of foreign talent and then go beyond what they say, which 
is the main objective of this research.     
 
A total of 40 in-depth interviews were conducted, with 25 respondents being males 
and the rest being females. The respondents hold differing levels of education, types 
of occupations, are from different age groups, with the youngest being 22 and the 
oldest being 40 and also from different ethnic groups. The interviews were carried out 
at various places, depending on the arrangement made with the respondents. As much 
as possible, the location was chosen according to their preference. Some of the 
interviews were conducted over the telephone. The interviews were not recorded, as I 
feel that they would be more inclined to speak freely when there is no audio 
equipment present to tape the conversations. A respondent actually revealed that he 
would not want to have his words recorded, apart from insisting that he should remain 
anonymous. Anonymity was promised to all of them, unless a request was made that 
one would like to reveal his/her identity. The interviews generally lasted from an hour 
to about an hour and a half. They were intended to be informal and open-ended, 
allowing the respondents to feel no pressure at all in articulating what they would like 
to. This is in line with the psychoanalytic approach adopted for this paper. 
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Psychoanalysis is in principle conducted according to the technique of free association, 
a “fundamental rule of psychoanalytic therapy, used to bring unconscious material to 
consciousness,” which works by allowing the patient to say “whatever comes to mind, 
no matter how silly or embarrassing it may seem.  (Ewen, 2003: 36) 
 
Literature Review 
Migration studies mostly focus on ethnic minorities migrating to other societies where 
they encounter difficulty fitting in because of the already-established dominant ethnic 
groups. Some that do mention movement of skilled workers do not quite provide any 
in-depth discussion and analysis. It is therefore difficult to find any material that could 
be utilised as a conceptual or theoretical tool for the topic. 
 
Tan’s work (1999) looks at the relationship between foreign talents and its efficacy in 
coping with Singapore’s manpower needs. He also carried out surveys on foreign 
talent and the corporations they are under, in the process studying how the 
management of the organisations meets their needs. In terms of criteria used to decide 
on whether an organisation should employ a foreign talent, his study exhibits that 
technical ability is the most important factor, followed by one’s education level. Yap 
Mui Teng (1991) found out that the most commonly cited reason for foreign talent to 
move to Singapore was Singapore’s reputation as a clean and safe city-state. The 
second most frequently cited reason for their willingness to work in Singapore was its 
relatively high remuneration rate. 
 
Many studies on foreign labour in Singapore focus on the so-called ‘low-skilled 
workers,’ with low-skill in this paper referring to construction, shipbuilding and 
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domestic (household) industries, whose workers can be grouped according to the type 
of work pass granted. Some studies that do look at foreign talent approach the topic 
from the economic side, such as the work done by Lim S.Y. (2001). She looks for the 
reasons that attract foreign talent to Singapore, provides justification for the foreign 
talent policy, finds out the criteria used to employ foreign talent and tries to uncover 
the reasons as to why an organisation in Singapore would recruit them rather than a 
Singaporean.  
 
Gan (1999) provides perhaps the earliest study of Foreign Talent, many of whose 
contents would constitute part of my own study. A few studies on the same topic that 
were conducted later on, although they focus on different things and look at it from 
different angles, would also retrace some of his steps. 
 
One of the most important findings he made was the discovery that the term FT in lay 
discourse was far from being unitary. There was a multitude of meanings to various 
people he interviewed, his respondents. There seemed to be no one definition and type 
of people who constitute what FT is. Another important point was that some of the 
respondents in his study did not see FT as potentially permanent residents and 
Singapore citizens. They were seen as simply temporary workers who are in 
Singapore for a given period and would leave. This is only partially correct, from the 
state’s point of view, because the state has revealed that it would encourage FT to 
settle down in Singapore, given the demographic problems it faces. Some also 
regarded the welder and the domestic worker as talent, “as long as they have some 
skill that we pay them for, they are considered talents.” (Gan, 1999:36) Certainly the 
concept of ‘talent’ used in this context by some of his respondents can be argued to be 
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a case of concept being inflated, that it becomes extremely inclusive to the point that 
it does not make a distinction between who are the FT and who are not any longer, at 
least from the point of view of the state. We can therefore see from his study that 
there is lack of fit seen between the people’s and state’s understanding on the issue. 
These, as to be seen later on in this study, are not the only cases of such a disjuncture. 
 
Siow’s work (2000) aims to show how the foreign talent policy could have serious 
political repercussions for Singapore. She does this by firstly examining the rationale 
behind the formulation of the FT policy, with special focus on the dominant political 
ideology of the ruling party. The response by different sectors of society to the policy 
is discussed alongside potentially damaging political implications. Finally, she 
suggests several modifications and refinements to the policy, which she believes 
could help alleviate the possibly harmful effects of the policy. (Siow, 2000:3)  
 
Apart from that, she has also noted that the anxiety associated with FT stems from a 
few sources, one of which is the fear of some Singaporeans that they are becoming 
second-class citizens in their own country, how they perceive that ‘talent’ that is 
imported is not real talent, but ‘cheap labour’, the impact of FT inflow on social 
cohesion and nation building and increasing competition for jobs, housing and 
education. However, she simply touched on the various issues without really going 
deeper into them.  
 
Misnal (2002) looks at how the PAP government justifies its FT immigration policy 
to Singaporeans through text, in particular newspaper text, five years after former PM 
Goh in his National Day Rally Speech in 1997 argued for the need for Singapore to 
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welcome FT; to show how its ideological production is created. The author makes use 
of discourse-textual analysis technique. The question of whether the symbolic forms 
of ideological production are reproduced in the everyday life of Singaporeans is an 
empirical one, dealt with by conducting qualitative in-depth interviews, to find out 
whether the version that is generated by the ruling party finds congruence with that of 
the people’s. His research shows that some constituents of the FT policy have found 
acceptance more than others but there are still some Singaporeans who are reserved 
about the policy and towards the FT immigrants that live among them. (2002: p.13, 51) 
 
In his research, he states that the government’s FT policy can be divided into two 
levels. The first level targets FT as “workers to supplement the local workforce or to 
bring in additional value in terms of expertise and skills in certain sectors of the 
economy such as IT and life sciences research.” The other level is about encouraging 
FT “to immigrate to Singapore to become permanent residents and eventually take up 
citizenship.” (Misnal, 2002:2) He focuses on the latter, which he calls “FT 
immigration policy.” My research does not share the same focus as his as I would like 
to look at the policy in its totality and not just at a specific level. 
 
In order to be considered as a FT, according to the author, for his research, a foreign 
worker has to be able to obtain an employment pass from the Ministry of Manpower. 
He acknowledges that his is a broad definition of who qualifies to be regarded as FT. 
Misnal’s conception of who qualifies as FT is a good one, because it approximates 
many Singaporeans’ idea of the same term. For many Singaporeans, foreign workers 
in Singapore are divided into two groups, namely those who are on an Employment 
Pass and those with a Work Permit. Although not all of them articulate it this way, it 
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can be derived from their description of the type of jobs that the foreign workers do, 
which can be characterised according to the type of entry pass mentioned above and 
would be further elaborated in later paragraphs. 
 
His fieldwork yielded useful findings, such as the claim made by some Singaporeans 
on their non-immigrant status, despite acknowledging that Singapore is a nation of 
immigrants; the issue on the value of citizenship, which is a common discussion topic 
among other authors who have done work on this field; the view that many FT apply 
for permanent residence and citizenship because Singapore passport is more 
convenient for international travel and they use Singapore as a stepping stone to get 
elsewhere. 
 
Gan (1999), managed to deal with several issues that were of importance to 
Singaporeans in terms of how they perceive their position vis-à-vis FT, or rather, to 
put it in more precise terms, from the point of view of his respondents, their reasons 
for being unhappy with FT policy. One of them is what most of the male respondents 
mentioned; an obligation every Singaporean male has to fulfill and something new 
migrants and first generation permanent residents do not have to, namely National 
Service, which is believed to affect their career advancement. The other one deals 
with housing benefit. 
 
Gan’s interviews (1999) brought out some points that are relevant to my research, 
ranging from the perception that the FT in Singapore are second-rate talent, how 
Singaporeans are responsible for their own success, how FT treat Singapore as a 
stepping stone and have no loyalty towards it, National Service (NS) as a 
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disadvantage of being a citizen compared to a permanent resident and Singaporean’s 
rather unfavourable view of FT from China. 
 
 
Theoretical framework to be used 
All of the authors mentioned above have in one way or another dealt with various 
reasons behind the discontent, displeasure and disapproval exhibited and expressed by 
Singaporeans towards the FT policy4. Some have managed to give an exploratory 
account of the reasons while others have done well in providing more in-depth study 
of them. As much as they are useful in trying to help us understand the frustration of 
Singaporeans, to me they are also limited because there is something that is yet to be 
explained about the reasons that have been given themselves.  
 
Freud provides an interesting conceptual and theoretical framework that could make 
sense of the various statements and enable one to understand the structure from which 
such sentiments are generated. In one of his major books The Interpretation of 
Dreams, we can find the technique used to get at the unconscious materials 
suppressed. Although his preoccupation was with dreams, the conceptual framework 
of the unconscious and repression could be applied sociologically. Freud discussed 
several concepts, among them condensation, displacement and repression to show 
what people say does not really reflect their true condition. We have to be able to read 
beyond the materials that have already been censored, gone through layers of 
displacement and presented by the unconscious as acceptable. There are materials that 
                                                 
4 It has to be said, however, that there are Singaporeans who are not as critical in their views on the 
issue of foreign talent and are more approving of the policy. This was also discovered through the 
interviews with some of the respondents. Nonetheless, this fact does not in any way contradict the 
argument of the thesis overall; the last part of the thesis provides an explication for this.  
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have been transferred to the unconscious, do not go beyond the unconscious and find 
resistance to manifest because they will be too painful to bear if they were to be 
brought to the level of consciousness.  
 
That is the task that I am going to undertake in this paper; I would try to explain why 
is it the case that Singaporeans have been experiencing such emotions is and what is 
behind the various arguments that they have articulated to be the real reasons behind 
their dissatisfaction with the FT policy. 
 
As for the literature on research done using psychoanalytical tools on a similar topic, 
most notably 'The Authoritarian Personality' (Adorno et al., 1950), there has not been 
any with the same application of concepts as the ones that are going to be used here. 
Freud's theories and concepts have been drawn upon by various researchers and 
writers from many disciplines. Within sociology and anthropology, too, there is 
variance in the application of his ideas. One way in which Freudian concepts has been 
utilised to approach a relatively similar topic was by Adorno et al. (1950) For the 
research, they focused on Freud’s concepts of ‘father figure’ and formation of 
personality due to a child’s interaction with its father. There are other ways of doing 
the research psychoanalytically, which could involve the adoption of Oedipus 
complex and sexuality. Reich (1933) made use of them to explain the phenomenon of 
Fascism. This thesis, however, will not be going in the same direction as those. Were 
this thesis to be developed according to the same concepts used in the research 




Argument for psychoanalysis 
There are perhaps some sociological or social psychological theories that could be 
used to explain the foreign talent issue. One theory which has been used before to 
understand a similar phenomenon is ‘realistic group conflict theory’.  The theory puts 
scarce resources as the source of conflict seen between two groups. Although the 
theory has a reasonable explanatory power, it has its limitations. As mentioned before, 
there are Singaporeans who have positive things to say about FT and there are others 
who do not even think of it as a problem. ‘Realistic croup conflict theory’ would not 
be able to reconcile this reality with its principles. Freudian analysis is the most 
appropriate for the study as it is able to look at Singapore society, Singaporeans, their 
psyche and explain the FT issue in relation to them in its totality.  This would be clear 
at the end of the study. 
 
Psychoanalysis has been used in various disciplines, including psychology, sociology 
and anthropology. Much sociological and anthropological work done by researchers 
of both fields makes use of different aspects of psychoanalysis. Freud left behind a 
rich corpus of conceptual and theoretical framework among his numerous case studies. 
Many who expand his findings diverge in their direction, “To draw with a very broad 
brush, the Freudian tropos of ego, super-ego and id has been differently developed 
and elaborated, so that much American psychoanalysis has been seen to address itself 
to the nature and structure of the ego. In contrast, British psychoanalysis of the 
Kleinian persuasion has developed the deep moral implications involved in the 
creation of the super-ego, while the ‘French Freud’, as represented in the writings of 
Lacan, takes the unconscious as the true realm for psychoanalytic explorations.” 
(Heald, Suzette et al., 1994: 4) 
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 The application of his ideas is not homogenous, with some taking the Oedipus 
complex as the central exploratory idea, while there are others who are interested in 
establishing the kind of personality a particular society or group of people possesses. 
Sexuality could be the main theme for some, since it was a major part of what Freud 
suggested as pertinent, and not for others, who might appropriate other ideas and 
completely omit sex as part of their discussion. This is the direction that would not be 
too different from what I have decided to take in this paper; I would not be attempting 
to incorporate the Oedipal themes, various stages of development, such as oral, anal, 
phallic, etc, the primal scene, sexual and destructive instinct. They might be essential 
to other researchers, but for the purpose of this paper, they would not be indispensable. 
I would instead be using the concepts of the unconscious, repression of psychic life, 
displacement, condensation and the structural model of the ego, id and the superego as 
they are of greater relevance to the topic of research. They would enable us to get 
beyond the response of the informants, however important it might seemingly be, and 
to the inner workings of their psyche to arrive at an explanation that, by its logic, 
constantly tries to elude us. 
 
Much criticism has been directed at psychoanalysis, some for its gender bias and 
some for its seemingly subjective, unscientific and discretionary analysis. Following 
Freud, there have been researchers who managed to show that the premise of 
psychoanalysis could be verified using other approaches. Leach (1985:4) for example, 
argues that Michaelangelo’s work on the Sistine Chapel was not wholly conceived 
consciously, but rather partly unconsciously, “He did what he did partly because that 
was how the jigsaw puzzle worked out, but also because that was somehow how it 
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had to be. My purpose is to show you, at least in part, just why it had to be like that.” 
Far from simply being random, there is apparently a universal logic behind human 
actions that are not always consciously made, a structural basis for the unconscious 
and the workings of psychoanalysis, which counter the claim that it is founded on 
superficial grounds, “conscious thought consists of establishing relations between 
concepts in the mind by metonymy…or by metaphor…But the further combination 
and recombination of such “concepts in the mind” through the process we describe as 
imagination is not a fully conscious operation. It is the outcome of some deeper level 
mental process, a kind of meta-thinking which does not, of itself, generate conscious 
thoughts…” (1985:5)  
 
In the field of cognitive neuroscience, Freud’s findings on the unconscious have 
found some support, “several investigators have reported that the influences of 
affective primes disappear when respondents are aware of them. Freud was similarly 
impressed by such phenomena. He observed that unconscious stimuli with emotional 
potential could have wide-ranging effects on dreams, symptoms, and behaviour that 
could be neutralized simply by making conscious the unconscious origin of that 











The various reasons for being unhappy about FT policy 
In this chapter we take a look at the various reasons put forth by respondents 
regarding their objection on Foreign Talent and why is it that they are sources of 




Many Singaporeans feel that the foreigners are treated better by the government than 
they are. As many as 63 percent of those who participated in the study conducted by 
the Singapore 21 Committee expressed the view that permanent residents have either 
more privileges or enjoy the same privileges as Singapore citizens. (Singapore 21 
Committee Report, 1999)  
 
The respondents were asked what comes to mind when the term foreign talent is 
mentioned: 
 
Frankly speaking ah? Frankly speaking I think it is overrated, overhyped and 
overused, these three ‘overs’ lah5. (Eric, 28, male, Chinese) 
 
Some are talented; they deserve to be here, whereas the vast majority are overhyped. 
(Henry, 40, male) 
 
                                                 
5 “The ubiquitous Singlish tag. Used like a fullstop in a sentence” (www.talkingcock.com) 
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I feel it is overdone lah. (Abdullah, 27, male, Malay) 
 
It seems that some of the respondents feel there is an excessive preeminence ascribed 
to FT. Although they perhaps acknowledge that some do merit the sort of publicity, 
they are also quick to state that a great number are short of the quality that one expects 
of a FT. 
 
The point about numerical preponderance of FT is a regular feature of their 
conversation on the topic: 
 
FT ah? wah...let me think ah...I always think...why does the government want to bring 
so much FT? Bullshit you know… (Benjamin, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
This is very much tied to the issue of quality control and the worry that many do not 
justify the characteristics that come with their label: 
 
I admit some industries like engineering, we need the expertise, but I think it is 
overrated. It is not just confined to one department. Actually it is good if utilised 
properly, must have more stringent measures. We cannot have Tom, Dick and Harry 
come in ....are they really good or not. Are they really talent or not? (Eric, 28, male, 
Chinese) 
 
The main concern is this...they must be selected more stringently. Too many 
loopholes are around. (Henry, 40, male, Chinese) 
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I think talent should only be allowed in if needed. We are a small country. There are 
more talented people out there in the world who would find Singapore a nice place to 
live and work, than there are even Singaporeans here. If we let everyone into our 
country, then where we go? (Damian, 35, male, Chinese) 
 
National Service  
National Service is a common reason given for being dissatisfied with the FT policy. 
The Immigration and Checkpoints Authority, a government agency under the 
Ministry of Home affairs stated clearly on its website the condition for acquiring PR 
status with regard to National Service. Under the Enlistment Act, all male Singapore 
citizens and Permanent Residents have to undergo National Service once they reach 
the age of 16 ½. They have to serve two years of full-time National Service (NSF) in 
addition to 40 days of Operationally Ready National Service (NS) every year till the 
age of 50 (for officers) or 40 (for other ranks). Those who are granted Singapore 
Permanent Resident (SPR) status under the first generation Professional/Technical 
Personnel and Skilled Workers Scheme or the Investor Scheme are exempted from 
NS. Male children who are granted SPR status under their parents’ application are 
liable for NS upon reaching 16 ½ years old. 
(app.ica.gov.sg/serv_pr/per_res/app_for_pr.asp)  
 
New immigrants and first generation permanent residents do not need to serve two 
years of compulsory national service. By extension, they would not be liable for up to 
40 days of annual reservist duty. Some Singaporean males think that this puts them at 
a disadvantage in the labour market because firms are perceived to prefer employing 
PRs as PRs are not obliged to go for annual reservist training. (Pang, 1992:498)  
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 Some Singaporeans find that this is an important difference between a citizen and a 
permanent resident, as first-generation permanent residents do not have to undergo 
NS. In that sense, permanent residents can be said to be more privileged than they are, 
since NS is not looked upon as an entitlement, at least by some Singaporean male 
citizens, but rather as a duty that takes away time and energy. According to a 
respondent, there is a sense of unfairness felt by Singaporeans, especially the men 
who have paid their dues: 
 
A lot of Singaporeans feel they are short-changed; they have to serve NS and make 
sacrifices for the country, whereas for these people they come in so easy, no need to 
make sacrifices… Singaporeans feel that they are being threatened and yet make 
sacrifice like going for reservist every year (Henry, 40, male, Chinese) 
 
The fact that NS takes not only a great deal of physical and mental effort, as many of 
those who have gone through would testify, but also exacts a period of their life away 
for the sake of the nation makes it a significant bone of contention. The same 
respondent follows through:  
 
And the government does not help them to prioritise their job and put foreign talent 
and now the job market is very tight and they feel very marginalised. (Henry, 40, 
male, Chinese) 
 
The intensity of the argument becomes more visible as their livelihood is now tied to 
the subject of serving NS. Going through NS becomes an additional burden to be 
shouldered only by male citizens of Singapore, because they have to face increased 
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competition in the labour market, no longer only with fellow Singaporeans but with 
FT as well. 
 
The fact that first-generation PRs do not need to serve NS somehow puts them under 
the same scrutiny as NS defaulters or ‘dodgers’ by some Singaporeans because there 
seems to be partiality involved in fulfilling duties. NS is a ‘rite of passage’ for 
Singaporean males who wish to retain their citizenship. First generation permanent 
residents are deemed to be ‘uncleansed’ and thus regarded as ‘un-Singaporean’: 
 
Talk about NS. You become citizen. Why don't they go for NS? But these people who 
come do not serve NS. It is double standard you know. Singapore, the pink IC, have 
to protect the country. We have to spend 2 years of our lives and 13 years of reservist. 
(Benjamin, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
These FT sportsmen, they come in aged 19, 20, the prime age. If they really consider 
themselves Singaporeans, they should serve NS. Even local sportsmen have to serve 
NS. Even local sportsmen are world beaters, and every single one of them has to take 
time off to do NS. For whatever reason, they are exempted. As a true test of how 
much you are willing to defend the country, it is still a big sacrifice to serve NS. We 
are not complaining (about serving NS), everyone is complaining because we do not 
start at the level playing field. They have an advantage. (Abdullah, 27, male, Malay) 
 
The state does not want to impose it on the first-generation PRs probably because it 
would be a major disincentive for foreigners to become PRs in the first place, which 
would not aid to boost the population figure. Another reason could be because many 
first-generation PRs do not grow up in Singapore and thus are not seen as ‘having 
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owed much’ to Singapore. This differing stand on the requirements of the first-
generation PRs by the state, as opposed to the unofficial view by locals, causes much 
dissatisfaction because rites of passage, once their institutionalisation has taken place, 
demand that the members of that society fully undergo the ritual, prior to attaining a 
desired status and goods/rewards. One of the conceived goods available, oftentimes 
asserted by the state, albeit taken for granted by many, upon completion of NS is the 
security enjoyed by those who reside in Singapore. This good is made available to 
first-generation PRs as well, without the need for them to pass the rite of passage. A 
disjuncture exists between the provision of goods and rewards and the fulfillment of 
obligation to obtain them.  
 
The respondents are also aware that there have been people who fulfill their obligation 
to their status as second-generation permanent resident or citizens by serving NS: 
 
Got when I was in the army, one Caucasian, Australian kid. I can see he mix around 
locals. But it is quite an eye-opener. (Martin, 28, male, Chinese) 
 
As it is something that is considered as a duty more than a reward, some do express a 
sense of bewilderment that they carry out this duty, to the point of questioning the 
worth of Singapore citizenship that serving NS gives, which, interestingly enough, 
devalues the very citizenship they esteem: 
 
(When I was in) army, got Hongkie (Hongkonger) kids serve army. Singapore 
citizenship…..so good meh6? (Martin, 28, male, Chinese) 
                                                 





Benefits accrued by FT 
It is widely accepted among the locals in Singapore that the FT who are in Singapore 
do enjoy certain benefits that locals generally do not procure:  
 
We bring all these FT to achieve incredible results. You bring them in with high perks, 
high pay. (Norman, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
Big pay checks, condominiums, for their so-called hardship posting. Even SIA 
pilots…their perks. Local and foreign pilots...different you know, the pay, although 
the same job. (Martin, 28, male, Chinese) 
 
From the point of view of employers, the differential treatment might be justified in 
order to appeal to and attract them to relocate to Singapore. For some locals, it is a 
source of antipathy, or envy, as some might describe it.  
 
Housing is one of the few areas in which such preferential practice exists. In 
Singapore, where land is scarce, about 85 percent of Singaporeans live in HDB flats, 
while the rest live in condominiums or landed property. Generally speaking, one’s 
type of dwelling is a significant marker of one’s class. To live in landed property or 
private apartments/ condominiums requires one to be financially better off than a 
majority of Singaporeans. For a FT to come in and inhabit a specific type of residence 
already puts them at a certain class position in the minds of Singaporeans. This 
difference is in no way trivial, as it heightens the distinction between the two groups, 
preventing them to see themselves, at least for some of the respondents, as one people. 
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 Guess what, the soccer player…they pay him to live in condo. So many people cannot 
live in condo and they pay for him. (Tara, 25, female, Chinese) 
 
In housing too, some respondents have expressed their discontentment that FT are 
provided with housing subsidies by their employers. This is an entitlement that locals 
are not provided with. 
 
FTs who become PRs could also enjoy the benefit of subsidised public housing, 
which could be jointly applied with their Singaporean spouses, provided they happen 
to have a Singaporean spouse and both intend to live in public housing.  
 
License to hire – undercutting locals  
Siow’s (2000) interview with Dr.Tan Boon Wan, an MP for the Ang Mo Kio GRC 
also produces the same finding, “employers have actually used the ‘liberal’ foreign 
talent policy as a license to hire foreign workers who may not necessarily be more 
skilled than local workers even when there are Singaporeans available to do the job” 
(2000:41) Siow has also argued that it is probable that an employer could choose to 
hire a foreign worker rather than a local worker if the foreign worker is agreeable to a 
lower wage.  
 
Modern capitalism dictates that as much as possible, firms operate to maximise profits 
and minimise costs. Labour in a capitalist economy is one out of some factors of 
production. If the cost of production could be lowered, leading to an increase in profit, 
it would be done. If the labour cost, in this case the wage of the worker, could be 
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reduced, in order to minimise costs, it would be taken into consideration. The world is 
progressively becoming more interconnected, with advancement in communication 
technology as the process of globalisation intensifies. Consequently, local economies 
are increasingly tied to the global economy. Supply of factors of production is no 
longer tied to only the locality. There are now more sources from which one could 
gain access to them. More workers are now available in a global capitalist system. 
The costs are not uniform in every part of the system. Factors of production are 
cheaper elsewhere and more expensive somewhere else. An employer in Singapore 
could, admittedly subject to regulations from the Ministry of Manpower, employ a 
worker from somewhere else, certainly after taking into consideration certain factors, 
such as skills, experience among other things, if it lowers the costs of production. This 
is a possibility that should not be dismissed.      
 
This view seems to exist in the minds of some respondents as well: 
 
White-collar Indian workers get lower pay. They come to Singapore to undercut our 
local workforce. Ok, say…Singaporean manager gets 4K. These Indians take 2K. 
Their families live in Mumbai, Hyderabad. They send S$1500 home. At the end of 
the day, it is a lot of money (for them). 4K Singapore dollars is not enough for 
Singapore family. (Norman, 27, male) 
 
These Indian IT workers are not FT. They are cheap. Basing them on the money they 
earn (Martin, 28, male, Chinese) 
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The FT undercutting local talent. Both locals and foreigners can do the same job but 
they can ask lower. Companies employ because they are cheaper and can do the same 
job. (Michael, 22, male, Indian) 
 
Now, the statements might just be stereotypes of what is actually going on. It could be 
the result of some prejudice against certain groups of people, in this case foreigners 
working in Singapore. That is what some people might think when such remarks are 
made. However, one respondent was adamant that what he has articulated is a true 
representation of what is actually happening and he has personally experienced it: 
 
I once went to this consultancy company. I was initially offered a job but got rejected 
because I was asking for 2.1K. They hired a 30-something Indian worker for 1.8K. 
My friend who works inside the company told me. (Norman, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
Lim S.Y. argued that the Singaporeans’ view of FT having better and more job 
opportunities than them is, “justified to a certain extent, because some employers tend 
to re-deploy top foreign talent to jobs that can be handled by Singaporeans, despite 
having brought them in for positions which Singaporeans cannot handle as well.” An 
MP (Member of Parliament) for Tanjong Pagar GRC and the Assistant Director for 
International Talent Division concurred with her on this point. (2001:45) 
 
A respondent provides a lengthy elaboration on why the problem of employing FT is 
not as simple as some people think it is, starting from the recruitment process; how 
the possession of educational credentials, a criterion that is believed to be paramount, 
should not sidestep other considerations to determine the final decision on whether an 
FT gets to be employed. He then moved on to stress that the importance of having the 
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technical know-how as supposed to be reflected on one’s certificate does not speak for 
itself, as there is an issue of reliability. One does not know for sure whether the 
institution that provides the certificate is of the quality expected. It seems that one 
way to know whether one is of a minimum standard is for him/her to have actually 
gone through and got the credential from a local educational institution. This shows 
that there is certain understanding that the Singapore system itself produces talent and 
if one gets filtered through, there is no reason to question one’s ability: 
 
For example in IT sector they can employ Indians and all these…without looking at 
background…just look at certificates. Certs can be forged. And certs don’t represent 
the person's ability. Unless the person is studying here lah, you know and can pass. If 
he studies abroad he is highly suspect. Say all along you study here and go to NUS, 
you know the standard, good or not good. But if you are from India, Bangalore, 
Bangladesh, I don’t care and at the end of the day you are no good. And when he 
comes in he does not perform and a Singaporean who would have got the job missed 
the job. At most they can provide is cheap labour. (Henry, 40, male, Chinese) 
 
Foreign Talent as second-rate Talent 
The foreign talent who are in Singapore are, “not the best that there is” because “the 
best would rather go to New York or London or Silicon Valley, they wouldn’t choose 
Singapore.” (Gan, 1999:49) Singapore is somewhat viewed to be behind other cities, 
such as New York, San Francisco in terms of their status as ‘world-class’. A FT, when 
given a choice between Singapore and those other ‘world-class’ cities mentioned 
above, would therefore be seen to be putting his/her first choice elsewhere and those 
who are in Singapore could not make it to those cities and have to settle for ‘second-
best’ in Singapore.  
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 One respondent reiterates the finding by Gan (1999) by suggesting that Singapore is 
still lagging behind other places globally in terms of being a first-rate city and that 
those who decide to stay permanently in Singapore can be understood to lack the 
corresponding quality that is expected to be accompanying those who can make other 
‘world-class’ cities their permanent settlements. It seems that for him, there is no 
good reason for someone to settle for second-best and if they do decide to stay in 
Singapore, it could only be because they originate from a place that is hierarchically 
much lower in the order of ‘world-class’ cities and being in Singapore corresponds to 
upward mobility: 
 
They will only become Singaporeans if they have such a bad time at home. Many will 
not take up. Only those who are mediocre, because…hey this is heaven for them what. 
But those who are top class will not take it. They will probably end up in America or 
UK or Australia. (Henry, 40, male, Chinese) 
 
Another respondent uses an analogy of the car industry, where there is a pyramid of 
brands, all differing in their appeal and price, whatever the factors are. What is of 
concern here is the association made between Kia, a Korean brand, which is a brand 
that is regarded as inferior to Mercedes, a German brand, a view that is prevalent at 
least in Singapore. The examples he uses are FT who have become Singaporeans and 
represent Singapore in sports; they do not constitute the cream of the crop of 
foreigners hailing from their respective countries: 
 
It is like…KIA is KIA lah, not Mercedes...that kind of thing. The Nigerian import, I 
really cannot remember the name…abu…don’t know what lah. Like in badminton, 
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who is that woman…from China? That is why they come and play. In their country 
they are not wanted. In their country they are second rate.  (Martin, 28, male, Chinese) 
 
Of course Egmar Goncalves wants to come here and play, because he cannot make it 
back home. The Croatian guy (Mirko Grabovac), if he is not playing in Singapore, 
he’d probably be running for his life, come on lah. (Lawrence, 25, male, Chinese) 
 
It appears that the problem of FT in Singapore is not simply about experiencing 
second-rate foreigners, despite having the tag of ‘talent’ attached. It also extends to 
concerns such as the personal disposition of the FT and their background. There was a 
case in which an American who was in Singapore as a FT, considering that he was 
given an employment pass and not work permit, happened to be a convicted 
paedophile. It set off a spurt of protests from local citizens who could not understand 
how it was possible that he was granted entry in the first place. The incident further 
augments the worry that has previously been made known about the quality of FT in 
Singapore. (The New Paper, 27th Aug 2004) One respondent was wondering whether 
they (FT) are as competent as they are supposed to be or are they really the second-
best that are available because the really competent do not choose to settle in 
Singapore: 
 
What is the government doing to ensure the validity and credentials of people coming 
here purportedly to work? Why were there no background checks, police report from 
his home country or fingerprints taken as a routine police check to verify that a 
convicted felon was not being allowed in as is done abroad? Is Singapore really 
bringing qualified (emphasis not mine) people in her haste to welcome foreign 




Another respondent demonstrates the understanding that those who are here are 
definitely not the best and he is not as bothered with this particular concern, as 
compared to others mentioned above. Although the example he brings up is 
admittedly of a different problem altogether, since in football, there is more money to 
be made in other, more established professional leagues such as in Europe, and the 
attraction is definitely of a different level altogether, what is important here is the 
respondent’s realistic acknowledgement that the FTs here, at least in sports, are not 
the best out there. In so doing, he exemplifies the view that Singapore has yet to be 
able to attract the best and still is behind other ‘world-class’ cities:   
 
Talent-wise, Agu and Dickson7 are pretty reasonable. You cannot tap the best like 
Fabregas.8 The next best to look for is China and Africa. You can tempt them. For 
European kids, you cannot tempt them. They (talent from China and Africa) have 
more limited exposure, opportunities, resources. When they come here, their standard 
of living greatly increase. (Abdullah, 27, male, Malay) 
  
One could notice a sense of regret from another respondent, who laments that locals 
generally lose out to FT when it comes to high-ranked positions. Before relating the 
point about FT who come to Singapore, some of whom are second-rate and simply 
riding on the label they are supposed to represent, he expressed an interesting remark 
with perhaps a tinge of cynicism pertaining to Singapore’s own system of generating 
talent itself, which in the process, raises question of Singapore’s education system as 
                                                 
7 Nigerian-born footballers who are now Singapore citizens playing for Singapore national football 
team 
8 A Spanish footballer who plays for a top club in England. 
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supposedly ‘world-class’; if it is ‘world-class’, why doesn’t he see the top positions 
being filled by locals from the local education system; if it is not that good, then why 
is it described as ‘world-class’ in the first place: 
 
Sad that Singaporeans cannot fill top positions. So much for our world class 
education. I don’t think having foreign talent is the real issue, if they are really 
foreign talent. Quite often you get people who are not top notch personnel from their 
own countries but when they come to Singapore they are elevated to top positions. Do 
they deserve it? Sure some of them do but there are a lot hiding behind the foreign 
talent umbrella who are not worth the amount of money they are paid. (A.N, 33, male, 
Chinese) 
 
There might be those who feel that Singaporeans who simply speak in such general 
terms without having actual basis or experience are being unfair and merely reproduce 
what they hear from others just for the sake of complaining. A respondent is insistent 
that her dissatisfaction arises from real-life encounters: 
 
Are they talent? No. From my experience, for example the NUS lecturers. How good 
are they? Maybe good at research but bad at teaching. For example, economics 
lecturers, mostly are from China, India and Korea but I can only say Koreans can 
teach, not the other two. If you ask 10, 8 will say they are incompetent. All these 
lecturers are paid well and given housing, dental and all this shit. I feel unjust for my 
own people. (Tara, 25, female, Chinese) 
 
That many FT in Singapore are not really the best is a point that has been made by 
many and has been mentioned above. What is important is the interesting implication 
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made from that argument by a respondent, who was rhetorically posing the question 
on the quality of Singaporeans themselves; are Singaporeans then as good, or rather, 
as he puts it, as mediocre as the FT who are second-rate: 
 
Let’s be frank lah. FT who come here are not the best lah. They are not first class 
talent, because the best will be kept by their own country. Why come here? The 
PRCs…the best and brightest, crème de la crème, you think they will come to 
Singapore? No, they will be kept in China. You think they will come here? They 
won't come to NUS. They go Cambridge, Harvard, Oxford. The Americans will 
stay...they won’t have this brain drain ...so what we have here is B grade. They are 
not the best lah. If they are second and third class, then don’t tell me our 
Singaporeans are 2nd and 3rd class also? Come on lah, cannot be lah, right? (Eric, 27, 
male, Chinese)  
 
All about face 
Employing FT to work in Singapore does not seem to only involve the question of 
one’s ability or the credentials of the FT themselves. There is another interesting side 
to the question of talent recruitment and it is believed to be somewhat tied to the 
attainment of social prestige of those who employ the FT in the first place. Some 
respondents seem to be convinced that there is an additional incentive to engage FT to 
work in Singapore by local employers, which is, for lack of a better word and in the 
word of the respondents themselves, ‘face’:  
 
face-saving thing lah. (Martin, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
 47
The term ‘face’ refers to the idea that the presence of foreigners in some companies 
would serve to show firstly, that the companies are of a higher standard and secondly, 
how well-to-do the employer is. How does this work? A respondent articulates that 
the employers might presumably wish to present a certain image of themselves in a 
way that of course would be viewed favourably by others. One way to achieve this 
objective would be to employ FT because it would apparently display that they are 
doing very well, considering that FT are recognised to be furnished with additional 
generous terms, which not many local companies provide. This would apparently 
have an effect on boosting the social recognition of those employers: 
 
Maybe there is some glamour involved in this lah, for example, boss who employs 
angmoh to show he can afford it. Not because the angmohs are good. That is true you 
know. Do you believe it? So many are useless one9. How did they employ them, I 
don’t know...I have IT professionals from India, sounds glamorous but in reality it is 
bullshit, you know. (Henry, 40, male, Chinese) 
 
A respondent asserts that he is not against FT in sports, unlike others, but he feels that 
there is a need to achieve a more proportional representation. He argues that 
Singaporeans generally would want to have local-born athletes and not wholly 
foreign-born ones, and as few of the latter as possible, as there is a perception that 
others, here referring to people from other countries, would find it preposterous that 
those representing Singapore are not Singapore-born athletes. This consideration of 
what others think, whether or not those ‘others’ make it known to them, is immaterial. 
                                                 
9 “Yet another Singlish tag, similar in use to "lah", but which almost always follows a word which is 
some sort of attribute. This probably stems from words such as "de" in Mandarin and "eh" in Hokkien.” 
(www.talkingcock.com) 
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What matters is how they should preemptively act to prevent the potentially 
disgraceful image of themselves from materialising:  
 
I think that there must be a balance of FT and LT in sports, in fact in any particular 
kinds of sports... like in table tennis we tend to kaopeh10 that they're all imports cos in 
that particular sport locals are underrepresented, and I think that Singaporeans tend to 
want to "save face" so they want to make sure they have something to brag about. 
(Thomas, 27, male, Others) 
 
Most of them find that it doesn’t matter whether they win or they don’t. The glory is 
negligible because they are not Singaporeans in the first place. Countless of 
Indonesians and Chinese are laughing at us. So what if we win? It is their talent that is 
winning, not ours. (Tara, 25, female, Chinese) 
 
Locals not being given a chance 
One of the few important concerns about FT, not to say that some of the points raised 
by the respondents are in any way insignificant, is understandably related to basic 
worry about making a living. It is widely acknowledged that many are concerned 
about finding it harder to get a job now that there is greater competition in the market 
due to the active encouragement of FT to work and settle down in Singapore.  
 
Some are discerning to the fact that there are certain sectors in which there is a lack in 
expertise or simply lack of enough workers. This should be the sole justification for 
allowing FT to be in Singapore. At the point where the shortage is met and when there 
                                                 
10 “Hokkien term meaning "to make a lot of noise". Literally: "cry to the father and cry to the mother". 
Means either to bellyache or nag or cause a hullabaloo. Sometimes all three at the same time. 
Sometimes shortened to just "kau peh".” (www.talkingcock.com) 
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are local workers who are well equipped for the task, the desideratum for FT should 
end. The position that argues for the continuous presence of FT beyond this point 
becomes difficult to maintain for most respondents: 
 
Why do we need so many? Government is looking down on your own Singapore 
people. Say...labour shortage in certain industries. Fill up with FT...fine...but 
temporary, as long as there is shortage. But if locals are able to take up the job, give it 
to them. Locals must be given priority. (Benjamin, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
The potential pitfall of encouraging the employment of FTs lies in the probability of 
locals being overlooked ahead of them when they actually possess the adequate level 
of skill needed to get the job. This is a critical concern not only for some respondents 
but also many Singaporeans as the point is constantly raised in the local newspapers 
and its importance cannot be understated, whatever the difficulty may be for the 
employers to put this to practice: 
 
I feel that instead of getting foreign specialists, relying wholesale on foreign 
expertise….some locals have the knowledge. (Norman, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
Locals might not have a chance to show that they can do the job because FT are 
available, even though they are up to the task. Another possibility, at least for one 
respondent, as to why they do not even get an opportunity to show they are capable, 
was attributed to some of local employers’ own unfavourable evaluation of the locals, 
which obviates the prospect of getting the job: 
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The only peeve I have is that they think they're better than us or idiot employers think 
they're better than us when it may not necessarily be true. (Thomas, 27, male, Others) 
 
A respondent was clearly exasperated when he was relating his own experience and 
the point about having no chance to show his ability: 
 
I can do as well if not better but I am not given a chance because in their mind ah, 
they are the best. (Benjamin, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
Respondents commonly cite the area of sports when they try to substantiate their point 
about locals not having the chance to prove themselves. The argument is that the 
engagement of FT prevents the locals from developing their capacity and 
consequently their full potential to emerge as top contenders. While some reveal that 
locals might be overlooked when it comes to job recruitment, others assert that in 
sports, it is also about giving locals a chance, but add that it should be more than that; 
the state is not perceived to be giving the maximum it should be to local athletes by 
getting FTs to represent Singapore:  
 
We just need to give locals more support, opportunity and recognition. (Tara, 25, 
female, Chinese) 
 
They should spend money on local talent, work on it what11. (Lawrence, male, 25, 
Chinese) 
 
                                                 
11 ‘Yet another Singlish sentence tag, this is often used by people who are in defensive situations’ 
(www.talkingcock.com) 
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Totally wrong, because the first thing is, they are doing it not because Singaporeans 
cannot make it but the reason could be they are not supporting Singaporeans enough. 
It is like….why go FT? It is only whether you want to nurture or not. How do you 
want Singapore to succeed if you don’t sponsor locals? 
 (Michael, 22, male, Indian) 
 
Singaporeans responsible for their own success 
Gan’s (1998) work showed how his respondents asserted that Singapore’s success in 
achieving world-class status in many fields, such as transport systems, or educational 
achievement is due solely to the effort of Singaporeans. 
 
His finding noticeably echoes statements given by some respondents. There is a 
certain conviction that Singaporeans are capable of producing the results needed to 
succeed internationally, because they have an adequate reserve of talent. A respondent 
pushes the argument further that the commonly accepted notion of needing FT in 
order for Singapore to be successful is fallacious, as Singapore’s success story in the 
few decades after its independence in the 1960s owes much to the locals’ contribution: 
 
I don’t think it is necessary at all, because we have enough talent ourselves, what. 
There is this stereotype…it is only through them that we can build talent ourselves. 
But we have been doing this for decades. We have many Singaporeans going 
overseas for education experience. (Tara, 25, female, Chinese) 
 
This is reinforced by another respondent who is discernibly emotional when he makes 
known that there is pride in knowing that the locals were hugely involved in the 
country’s progress, invoking the concept of the Singapore nation to demarcate the 
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locals and FT, dismissing any ties whatsoever and simultaneously rendering the 
contribution of FT nonexistent:  
 
Strange...I remember all of us made sacrifices to bring Singapore to what it is today. 
People of every race, language and religion threw their lot into this dot on the world 
map, not expecting grand dreams but only to live and make a home for themselves. 
Does the Pledge mean anything anymore, or just meaningless words mouthed as a 
trivial exercise. Now, we are being deluged by foreigners from all over, who now 
enter Singapore so easily, and are placed on the same footing as Singaporeans who 
have spilt blood and sweat into making our country what it is. (A.N, 33, male, Indian) 
 
Education 
The Singapore 21 Subject Committee has identified education as one field whereby 
the presence of foreign talent would raise its standard through increasing 
competitiveness and diversity. The respondents are well aware of this current in the 
education arena and do have their disquietude pertinent to it. Lim, Eugene W.C. 
points out that, both PRs and citizens are given the same priority and privileges when 
they register their children for primary school education. (2001: 44) Since FT and 
their children might be PRs, they would be seen as potential competitors for local 
citizens’ children to gain entry into local schools. 
 
In the Straits Times survey published in June 1999, as much as 59% of those polled 
expressed fear that having too many foreign students in local schools would render it 
even more difficult for local students to find a place in good schools. This is worrying 
for many parents as education in a meritocratic Singapore has been regarded as a 
ticket to the attainment of at least a middle-class position and a good life, 
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notwithstanding structural constraints that have been argued to be present in the 
system (see Lily Zubaidah Rahim, 1998 and Christopher Tremewan, 1994). Not only 
do their children have to compete with locals to gain entry into good schools, they 
also have to face increased competition from growing numbers of foreign students.  
 
This does not only concern parents but also Singaporeans from other age groups, who 
feel that an increase in the number of foreign students in local institutions of higher 
learning is uncalled for: 
 
Do you know many Malaysians come to Singapore with scholarships and take up 
places in Singapore? Last time, NUS had 10 percent of seats reserved for foreigners 
but they have changed to 20 percent, so 20 percent of places have to be offered to 
foreign students. I don’t think it is fair. (Tara, 25, female, Chinese) 
 
The same respondent provides the rationale for her argument, by pointing that there is 
a potential loss of resources invested in foreign students, who pay subsidised fees and 
who are obliged to serve a bond of 3 years upon graduation from Singapore’s tertiary 
institutions, after which they have the option to continue contributing to Singapore’s 
economy either by remaining in Singapore or work for Singapore companies abroad, 
or go somewhere else. Her concern is not unique, as government officials have 
publicly revealed that this is understandable, but they are hopeful that the foreigners 
who have received their education in Singapore would be willing to settle down 
permanently in Singapore. Her angst, so to speak, is compounded by the knowledge 
that there would be locals missing out on tertiary education locally now that another 
ten percent of seats have been allocated for foreign students:  
 
 54
Malaysians pay subsidised fees and serve 3 years of bond and what do they do after 
they serve? Go elsewhere or go home. No inflow of money. Outflow of money. Half 
the money goes to their own country. In a way, we don’t really earn from them and 
deprive the locals of a chance to study in a local university. (Tara, 25, female, 
Chinese) 
 
The fact that foreign students pay subsidised fees is a common bone of contention 
when it comes to education. A respondent is clearly trying to come to terms with what 
he finds an unacceptable policy, by bringing in his understanding of the notion of 
national identity. The locals should matter because they are part of the nation of 
Singapore and not the foreigners. If that is the case, when subsidy could be provided 
to foreign students, locals should be prioritised:      
 
I am against it. I mean, if you have the money, give to locals. Shouldn’t it be because 
it is their own country? It does not benefit us at all. Senseless. Probably for 
diplomatic reasons I feel?  I don’t like it. Why not give to locals? (Lawrence, 25, 
male, Chinese) 
 
The same respondent adds that he is not able to justify the subsidy given to foreign 
students because there will be a consequence, namely increasing competition from 
them with the locals once they start working in Singapore: 
 
Wah, I think it is unnecessary, creating unnecessary pressure. I don’t see the need. 
We are just doing them a favour. From our tax money…paying foreigners money to 
compete with us…nonsense, right? Make them smarter to compete with us. 
(Lawrence, 25, male, Chinese) 
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 A few letters written to the Straits Times (24 April 2006) likewise highlight the 
dissatisfaction stemming from the belief by some Singaporeans that the local students 
should not be denied tertiary education when they compete with foreign students for a 
limited number of vacancies. The weight of their argument lies on the fact that male 
citizens have to serve two years of NS: 
 
Why do international students take some of the places of our own boys who have put 
in 2 ½ years of national service? Why do foreigners get to pay almost the same rates 
as “fortunate” citizens who win a place at NUS? Presumably the answer is talent. 
Singapore needs talent. Singapore also needs to be more citizen-centred. For without 
citizens who love their nation because they have first been loved, the richest nation 
will have no soul. (Tan Thiam Chye)  
 
Sports 
It is in sports that the presence of FT is arguably most visible. There are people who 
interact with FT more than others, owing to their occupation among other factors, but 
there are also those who do not normally encounter FT in their daily life. This 
disparity does not exist when it comes to sports, as international sporting competitions 
would be provided with coverage on national television, albeit not all of them. If 
televised international competitions elude them, the local newspapers, in any of the 
four official languages, would feature them on a regular basis. Consequently, almost 
all of them would have something more to say when it comes to sports.  
 
Some respondents display a more ‘liberal’ outlook when it comes to the recruitment 
of foreigners, suggesting that it is acceptable to have them in certain sectors of the 
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economy, such as the banking industry. This ‘concession,’ however, is not readily and 
necessarily provided for every field or industry. A certain field, namely sports, is 
considered as ‘off-limits’ to FT: 
 
“I think personally I don’t like the idea. If you are working in a firm, say a bank, 
maybe it requires a FT who has worked in the region, who knows the industry, but 
asking a foreigner to play for us, a bit too much. It just don’t feel right. I don’t like 
what they are doing, asking Croatian, Brazilian, African (to play for Singapore), all 
these….I am against it.” (Lawrence, male, 25, Chinese)  
 
The respondent argues that many of the local athletes would be deprived of the 
opportunity to represent Singapore at international competition and pointed out that 
some of the local athletes earn their living only through sport. Now that there is added 
competition for places, they would find it harder to retain their place and might even 
lose their one and only source of living: 
 
“If Singapore don’t recruit FT, it is ok lah, just let them (the locals) play. But because 
they want the results, so they ask foreigners to come. Like some of the soccer players, 
they already have no career, their life is soccer, so if you bring FT, meaningless for 
them. Suddenly, this foreign striker come in.” (Lawrence, 25, male, Chinese) 
 
(FT)…take away the pride and glory of Singaporeans, who may have had the chance 
to represent Singapore. (Tracy, 26, female, Chinese) 
 
Many argue that the recruitment of foreigners to represent Singapore acts as an 
impediment for local athletes to contribute to Singapore’s success, or the lack of it, in 
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the sporting arena internationally. This has also been put forward to suggest that the 
development of the local sportsmen and women would be discouraged because 
potential national athletes would choose to pursue other interests, since overseas-
recruited athletes could do the task they were supposed to perform. This argument, 
however, becomes tenuous after the government decided to establish the Singapore 
Sports School in 2004. 
 
The sporting arena, as stated above, is the area where the FT manifest themselves 
most readily. The potential predicament arising from this, when we attempt to look 
from the point of view of a number of Singaporeans, has to do with the notion of the 
nation itself. FT are representatives of the nation of Singapore when it comes to 
international tournaments. We have what is most commonly heard about the FT 
representing Singapore from the respondents: 
 
They are not Singaporeans lah. They did not grow up here. They can assimilate but 
they are never Singaporeans lah, you know what I mean? (Eric, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
Foreign Talent who obtain Singapore citizenship, i.e. naturalised FT, and who 
represent Singapore, understandably enough, are not regarded as Singaporean by 
Singaporeans. There are various reasons given for this, one of which brings to the fore 
the principle of ius soli, literally referring to law of the soil, which is based on birth in 
the territory of the country. (Castles and Davidson, 2000:85) Those FT were neither 
born in Singapore nor born to parents who are Singapore citizens. This renders them 
difficult to be accepted by some of the locals as being Singaporeans.  
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Naturalised FT in sports are conspicuous because they represent Singapore and draw 
much publicity. It is fair to say that some of them have been relatively successful in 
their respective sports. Not many Singaporeans would contest the claim of their 
achievement ever since they started bearing the Singapore flag. The acknowledgment 
that they have brought success to the nation of Singapore in the sporting domain 
internationally, however, does not necessarily lead to their acceptance of being part of 
the nation that they have represented on all those occasions: 
 
Like Li jia wei, Ronald Susilo, when they win, we will shout and jump and all but 
you think about it...when someone is really Singaporean, it is really different. (Eric, 
27, male, Chinese) 
 
I think it is ok, because they are helping Singapore win, BUT (emphasis not mine) 
when Singapore wins...it's kinda weird because it's like they are non Singaporeans 
who won for us, although their citizenship has already been converted. (Tracy, 26, 
female, Chinese) 
 
It is like…if I am cheering him on in ASEAN games…will support lah but win also 
not 100 percent. Almost like half sense of victory (Martin, 27, male, Chinese)  
 
The success delivered, as reflected in the medals, does not produce the kind of 
response on some Singaporeans as one would normally expect. It would seem that 
they would rather forego the accomplishment than having it with the naturalised 
citizens’ effort. One reason for this could be the view that the government is perceived 
to be impatient by taking a shortcut to achieve success through importation and 
implantation of foreign athletes rather than investing in the local-born athletes: 
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 We do not import success. We cannot look for instant results. We always want to 
make a quick fix, but success has to be bred. You cannot manufacture success 
overnight. Success is not a factory manufacturing things. You must invest time and 
effort over a long period of time. It is not instant noodle, you know. They cannot just 
uproot talent and expect it to be Singapore talent, man. That is wrong. (Eric, 27, male, 
Chinese) 
 
To nurture local-born talents is considered as the most essential aspect of sports 
development as only through them could the locals derive a sense of pride and 
achievement in sports. The importance of having local-born as representatives rather 
than foreign-born athletes really cannot be understated from the point of view of some 
respondents: 
 
If we have a local-born, prodigy...can do well...ok, probably we will feel more proud 
but if you are going to buy Zidane to play for us…fuck you...we don't care. 
(Benjamin, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
I feel a bit irritated when there are so many China stars in, for example, ping-pong 
national team. I know China a lot of ping-pong talent but quite irritating… takes 
away the pride and glory of Singaporeans. (Tracy, 26, female, Chinese) 
 
Some respondents reveal that they do not really care that much about winning 
anything in sports if it is not due to the local-born representatives’ effort. They are 
adamant that there is a lot more dignity maintained and preserved without the 
intervention of foreign-born athletes, whatever the results are: 
 
 60
I feel sad for the local players. I am sure they are willing to work hard. I’d rather have 
weak Singapore players than strong foreign players. The national identity is 
important. The players are from your country, representing your country. (Martin, 27, 
male, Chinese) 
 
Aiyah12, I think it is stupid. If we have no talent, we have no talent lah. Why do we 
want to prove that we have talent when we don’t have talent and buy talent which is 
not ours? hahaha…it is so stupid and we pay so much for them. The funny thing is the 
government thinks we accept them but I think only part of the nation accepts them as 
our own people. And I’d rather be from a country that has no sports talent and live 
with it graciously than to spend so much money to nurture talent that does not come 
from our country and being laughed at by people. (Tara, 25, female, Chinese) 
 
An interesting episode took place recently when one of the national team football 
players, Agu Casmir, a Nigerian-born player who was given Singapore’s citizenship 
in 2003, disappeared after taking US$20,000 from an Indonesian club he was 
supposed to have signed with and played for. When he returned weeks later, it was 
revealed that the money had been spent. The Football Association of Singapore (FAS) 
banned him from the national team for a year and fined him SG$20,000 and a local 
club was willing to sign him and repay US$20,000 to the Indonesian club. This act 
did not go well with many Singaporeans. The following excerpts that appeared on 5 
March 2006 in the local newspaper, The Straits Times, are indicative of their 
sentiments: 
 
                                                 
12 Used to express frustration and general fatigue or impatience. (Miel, 2003: 12) 
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“I think that if he does something like this and drags Singapore’s name 
through the mud again, we should consider revoking his citizenship.” Glenn 
Ong 
 
“Is this a good example of foreign talent which our government recommends 
and supports? Agu cheapens our passport and also Singapore citizenship.” 
Andy Lee 
 
“He did not have any loyalty to Singapore, so why should we be the ones 
picking up the pieces? How will he learn his lesson, if he is not accountable 
for them?” Sumita Sreedharan 
 
A senior national player who wished to remain anonymous spoke out, “I am disgusted, 
disillusioned. I play for my country, money is just a bonus. But this episode just ruins 
what I believe in. Should he (Agu) play for Singapore again, I won’t look him in the 
face. I’m not sure if I can bring myself to play in the same team.” 
 
Apparently, the issue revolves not simply around the perceived lack of loyalty to 
Singapore but extends also to rewards, which are inconsistently distributed, with the 
naturalised sportsmen in this case getting more than the local-born sportsmen, an act 
that was deemed as simply unjust and ludicrous. Not only do the foreign-born players 
who are perceived to be lacking in loyalty to the nation get away lightly, but they also 
earn greater rewards compared to local-born, who assert that they are more allegiant, 
as the following article which appeared on one of the local tabloids on 25 February 
2006 shows:  
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 “Calling the sign-on fee paid to Dickson and Agu as ‘excessive and absurd’, a 
national player said: ‘If a Singapore national footballer player earns 100 international 
caps, he only gets a one-off payment of $10,000 for his years of hard work. Agu and 
Dickson have only played a handful of times for their country and they were given 
$50,000 as a sign-on fee. Where is the justice? This is ridiculous.’” 
(www.todayonline.com/articles/103171.asp) 
 
Citizenship – second class citizens  
It should come as no surprise that among some of the grievances Singaporeans would 
air concerning FT, the topic of citizenship would be one of them. As FT are hoped by 
the government to take up at least PR in Singapore, if not citizenship, PR is part of the 
discussion on citizenship. Lim, Eugene W.C. argues that Singapore PRs are actually 
de facto Singapore citizens as they are given the same privileges, and the only 
difference appears to be that PRs cannot vote. (2000: 44) 
 
Basically, some Singaporeans disapprove of the government granting permanent 
residence somewhat too willingly. Since as much as 63 percent of participants in the 
study conducted by the Singapore 21 Committee viewed that permanent residents 
have either more privileges or enjoy the same privileges as Singapore citizens 
(Singapore 21 Committee Report, 1999), many would want PR selection to be more 
stringent.  
 
A respondent reveals that what he read on that day affirmed the view he has held 
about the ease with which PR is granted.  
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 Today I read....something interesting....Sentosa Cove.13 You know what is the free 
gift for foreigners? Buy a unit and get a PR. (The Business Times, 4 March 2005) 
(Benjamin, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
Citizenship is similarly seen in the same light. Some are disagreeable to the way they 
feel citizenship is conferred on FT: 
 
I feel that they are too quick to hand citizenship. (Abdullah, 27, male, Malay) 
 
The same respondent who points out about Sentosa Cove shows another channel from 
which citizenship is granted to FT: 
 
You know A*Star? It stands for agency for Science, Technology and Research. They 
give out scholarships to foreigners worth about S$1M and after that they give them 
citizenship.  
 
Both the illustrations provided by the respondent on how PR and/or citizenship is 
given are regarded as unjustified. To him, both examples point to the privileging of 
people who belong to a certain class and ability at the expense of others who, in his 
opinion, might deserve it more. He argues by referring to a standard of morality and 
the greater importance one should place on it rather than the physical capital one 
possesses. The principle on which a foreigner becomes a PR or citizen in Singapore is 
heavily based on monetary scale, an unjust and unethical one for him: 
 
                                                 
13 Prestigious waterfront housing districts located at the Eastern end of Sentosa Island. 
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To me....again...have to know the criteria...say I have 10 million dollars. I invest in 
Singapore and then I get a PR, but I may be a bad person. I rape girls...and I get PR 
because of that...and some people...my dad is still a Malaysian, although my mum is 
Singaporean and dad lives in Singapore for 30 years. They will assess whether you 
have money or not. He got no money, so he cannot get...and then see...people come in. 
Damn unfair lah seriously...now it seems that money can buy everything. Talking 
about citizenship leh14...not go and buy kacang puteh15. (Benjamin, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
On top of the criterion used for granting citizenship that constitutes a subject of 
remonstration, the respondent moves on to raise another point on citizenship, this time 
around asserting that the government favours FT immigrants over Singaporeans and 
citizens would be effectively relegated to a second-class role in their own country:  
 
The government is treating Singaporeans as second class citizens. A lot of people feel 
this way. You see all the jobs….all the good things go to foreigners. The locals are 
getting all the shit. We all have to suffer. Some of the people here have no money to 
pay electricity bills but the foreigners….wah…something is wrong, right? When you 
are treating your own as second class. Something is very wrong with the brains of the 
government. Aiyah…they may have a long-term, 30-year plan but right now people 
are just not happy. (Benjamin, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
Other respondents confirm this view and add that they have no problem with having 
FT in Singapore for work that requires expertise locals do not possess, as long as there 
is skill transfer and once the locals are able to perform the job, they should be given 
                                                 
14 “Yet another Singlish tag, similar in usage to "Lah", but which adds a slightly quizzical tone to the 
sentence.” (www.talkingcock.com) 
15 “Roasted and salted or sweetened peas, peanuts and other beans or nuts eaten as snacks, traditionally 
sold wrapped in paper cones.” (http://home.pacific.net.sg/~willows5/singlish_K.htm) 
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the prerogative over FT. One respondent even provides the order of precedence, with 
citizens coming before PRs, after which everyone else follows. Another respondent 
cites the practice of other countries which he feels contrasts that of Singapore’s, 
arguing that those other countries put their citizens ahead of others when it comes to 
job recruitment. The earlier comment about Singaporeans being second-class citizens 
is reinforced by contending that the difference between citizens and non-citizens seem 
to be nonexistent, which is anomalous, considering it is commonly understood that 
being citizens is tantamount to having certain rights that non-citizens should be denied: 
 
What are my rights? For most citizens, part of their right is getting employment. 
Citizenship is about having a home, work. Are you telling local people you are too 
stupid or is it stop-gap measures to train, apprenticeship for locals to learn and after a 
period of time be reliant? Compare with other Asian countries, in Japan and South 
Korea, they are more nationalistic in a positive sense. They will give preference to 
South Koreans first. In Singapore…too generous to the extent that it muddles over the 
parameter between a citizen and a non-citizen. (Norman, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
If a big country like U.K can give first precedence to its own people before 
employing foreigners, I dun why a small country like Singapore cannot. I say citizens 
first, PRs second, everyone else last. Only if we have a law like that then can survive. 
If a job needs a real talent which no Singaporean has, I think no one have problem to 
allow a foreigner to do it. (Damian, 35, male, Chinese) 
 
Singapore as a stepping stone 
There is yet another cause for having animosity towards FT and it apparently has to 
do with the strategy that they adopt, with Singapore’s role as part of that strategy 
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being objected by some Singaporeans. A few respondents reveal that some FT do not 
intend to permanently stay in Singapore. This is a commonly accepted view and apart 
from the criticism that foreign students constitute a waste of resources as they might 
not be persuaded to stay on, nothing else about FT’s temporary stay raises much 
remonstration, except for the fact that they might take Singapore as a ‘stepping stone’ 
to go elsewhere: 
 
And a lot of FT may not stay here for very long. It is a stepping stone to move 
elsewhere. The government is dreaming on that they may stay on and become 
permanent residents and citizens. (Henry, 40, male, Chinese) 
 
A respondent is quick to outline the reason as to why FT would not think of making 
Singapore their permanent settlement; he explains it by referring to the living 
conditions in Singapore as toilsome and the FT would be caught in that condition 
once they establish themselves as citizens: 
 
Because in the first place there is nothing that Singapore can afford them. 
They can come in and see the plight of Singaporeans. Why should they be 
Singaporeans and join them in their plight? Once they become Singaporeans, they 
trap themselves in the same plight as present Singaporeans would be, for them and for 
their next generation. (Henry, 40, male, Chinese) 
 
When asked what he means specifically by the plight of Singaporeans, the respondent 
lists high pressure, leading to stressful life both for adults and children, who have to 
prove early in school how good they are, considering streaming begins at lower 
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primary level, National Service for male citizens, the high cost of living and difficulty 
of owning a house: 
 
Why not Singapore ah? Most of them feel that they are pressurised here too. Who 
wants to stay in such a stressful place like Singapore? Males have to serve NS, cost of 
living is high, stressful place for kids….cannot even afford to buy a house. (Henry, 40, 
male, Chinese) 
 
There is no mere speculation on the part of a respondent about his statement that 
many FTs use Singapore as a stepping stone as he is willing to provide a real-life 
example of a friend from China who had obtained his Singapore PR before getting his 
New Zealand PR. The Singapore PR apparently facilitated the approval of his New 
Zealand PR status: 
 
Trust me, they will not become. Many will not take up. Many will become PRs but 
will use that as a stepping stone to go elsewhere. For example, I know this friend 
from China who got himself a PR and become a New Zealand PR, because it was 
easier to get a New Zealand PR being a Singapore PR. (Henry, 40, male, Chinese) 
 
Another respondent suggests that the FT could be in Singapore temporarily to acquire 
working experience before returning home: 
 
Many foreigners are here only to hopefully be able to use Singapore as a launching 




The earlier view is mirrored by another respondent, though she does not provide a real 
life case, who refers to how the experience of working in the local university in 
Singapore could enable one to move on to ‘more prestigious universities elsewhere,’ 
or at least expedite one’s appointment to other universities easily:  
 
A lot of foreign lecturers take NUS as a stepping stone to more prestigious 
universities. Even if they don’t, it is easier to gain entry to other universities. (Tara, 
25, female, Chinese) 
 
She and the respondent above are both alluding to the status of Singapore globally as 
a developed nation, which brings to its citizens, or PRs, easy access to other desired 
resources, with PR status and better working opportunities elsewhere constituting two 
of them. Although some of the respondents are the ones who earlier on commented 
that Singapore is not yet a ‘world-class’ city, they are aware that its reputation 
worldwide is undoubtedly highly credible and FT are taking advantage of this global-
based hierarchy to bring themselves greater rewards elsewhere. 
 
Nationhood and Loyalty 
Closely tied to the discussion on citizenship and the perceived self-serving motives of 
FT in Singapore is the notion of loyalty to the nation of Singapore. Some have been 
mentioned to feel that the way FT are treated makes locals second-class citizens. This 
has prompted some respondents to suggest that it is going to have adverse effects on 
the sense of belonging of local-born citizens to Singapore, as locals would feel that 
they are not appreciated and do not command the respect they deserve in the first 
place as being part of the nation. A respondent stretches this further by saying that it 
could be one of the factors that determine some Singaporeans who choose to emigrate:  
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 How to build up patriotism in your own country if you don’t value your own people? 
How do you stop people from leaving the country to run the economy for others when 
you yourself don’t value their talent…so contradicting. (Tara, 25, female, Chinese) 
 
Loyalty to Singapore, it has to be said, is a quality that is deemed to be absent for FT, 
as they are not originally from Singapore, not born locally, and have ties and 
importantly, a home outside Singapore. This is crucial for some respondents because 
the ownership of their original home would give them a ready avenue to vacate 
Singapore at anytime, something that some locals might not have, as only the really 
affluent could afford to have houses outside, considering that housing already ties 
down a huge portion of the majority of Singaporeans’ monetary resources. 
Consequently, a question is raised about which group of people would be more 
willing to stay put when times change unfavourably for Singapore. Their treatment of 
Singapore is often likened to that of a hotel, a nice temporary dwelling and not home, 
implying that they do not believe the foreigners would maintain their stay in 
Singapore when times are bad: 
 
Let’s put it this way. Local Singaporeans have less resources to escape. For foreigners, 
being foreign, they have second home somewhere else. Who is having greater stakes? 
In this way, people would probably ask, ok, how much trust, responsibility can we 
give them? If there is a crisis, will these people be with us or leave us for greener 
pastures elsewhere? (Norman, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
The answer to the question of whether FT would remain in Singapore when things 
take a turn for the worst for some respondents is very clear: 
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 In times of gay, we make hay. They only come in good times. When it is bad times, 
they will just go. (Norman, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
Say there is a war, will he fight for Singapore or not? Will he bleed for Singapore? I 
will protect my family. I will fight one lah but will he or not? Can he guarantee that in 
any catastrophe he will not run? (Eric, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
They seem to be convinced that the FT in Singapore only have self-concerned 
interests, which is contingent in nature, that would not override other possible 
sentiments considered to reside only within citizens. This distinction is important as it 
strikes at the whole meaning of belonging to the nation and frames the way in which 
FT are excluded from that collective:   
 
Feeling loyal to having a home…concept of Singaporean. For others, it is making a 
living. (Norman, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
It has also led to FT being identified as mercenaries who are simply taking part in a 
transaction and not because they truly possess the sense of loyalty each Singaporean 
is supposed to have for Singapore: 
 
So far, those that I ask, most of them do not see these FT as Singaporeans and the 
thing is, they just find it as a transaction more than taking them as representatives of 
our citizens. The only reason they will feel Singaporean is the country they were from 
will not pay them well. How we reward them with a lot of attractive monetary prices 
if they win, or if they represent the country. So, of course they will say that they are 
Singaporeans, not because they feel Singaporean. Give to anyone and he will say it 
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too, given that Singapore is a good, stable country, good security. (S.W, 25, female, 
Chinese) 
 
They are just wannabes lah. They find the grass greener on the other side...so they are 
here. That is all. And some of them are just opportunists lah.....they just love the 
moneymaking...not the country. (Eric, 27, male, Chinese) 
 
Interestingly enough, a respondent reveals, whether inadvertently or otherwise, that 
the particular attitude that the FT has, contemptible it may be, could be something that 
perhaps everyone would adopt, if he/she happened to possess the various forms of 
capital, i.e. physical and cultural capital, that would greatly give one greater mobility: 
 
FT wouldn’t sink roots in our country. Mercenarians lah. When there is money, they 
come. When I have skill and money, I will also go overseas. (Martin, 27, male, 
Chinese) 
 
Although it has often been argued, not only by some Singaporeans who support the 
FT policy, but also by the ruling elite, that since Singapore is constituted largely by 
migrants, there is actually no reason to be apprehensive of FT, since they are simply 
an ongoing feature of Singapore’s history, starting from the colonial period. 
“Singapore is a migrant nation,” is what government officials normally retort to those 
who oppose the FT policy, especially in sports as it is highly publicised and visible. 
They have also made known that many Singaporeans are in fact first-generation 
citizens and not born locally as well. FT can be seen as just another wave of migration, 
as compared to the earlier waves. This is, however, not shared by some who believe 
that as ‘natives’, a status held by virtue of being born in Singapore, they should not be 
 72
considered on equal terms with foreigners who come in, whatever scheme they are 
under.  
 
Much of the displeasure that arises from the phenomenon of FT could be attributed to 
the transient nature of their stay in Singapore, from being perceived as taking 
Singapore as a stepping stone and having no loyalty to treating Singapore as a hotel 
when times are good. Aihwa Ong in her work ‘Flexible Citizenship: the cultural 
logics of transnationality’ has suggested that in the era of globalisation, people 
cultivate a flexible conception of citizenship and self-government as methods to 
amass capital and power. Flexible citizenship is about responding to shifting political-
economic circumstances fluidly and strategically, which refers to how individuals are 
governed by a system that support flexibility, mobility and repositioning in relation to 
markets and governments. (1999:6) FT, or a segment of FT, are representative of the 
subjects she talks about as they would exercise their flexibility and fluidity if 
circumstances oblige them to, in order to maintain and procure capital and also power. 
 
Summary 
It is clear that there are numerous concerns on the part of Singaporeans regarding the 
FT policy. A conversation with a Singaporean might bring out one or more of those 
aspects mentioned above. While many would not disagree with the reasons given for 
being upset about the policy and while few would argue about the validity of the 
statements made by the respondents, there is, however, a more significant 
consideration to be made. There is something more than what has been discussed thus 
far. What is behind all of these could ultimately be understood through a 
psychoanalytical reading of the people. The concerns expressed are simply surface 
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manifestation of the materials that are repressed in their psyche. The next chapter 



























The first part of this chapter introduces the theory of psychoanalysis and its 
constituents, which is essential for the task we are undertaking here in trying to 
understand what is behind the various reasons that have been put forth by the 
respondents and also many other Singaporeans. The second part of the chapter would 
see how psychoanalysis is employed and what we discover through its application. 
 
The Unconscious and the Topographic model16
To understand Freud’s complete theoretical piece of psychoanalysis, one is generally 
required to grasp a few key concepts, arguably comprehensible only in relation to 
each other, which he has formulated in the process of building his theory. One of 
these is the concept of the unconscious, from which some of his other concepts are 
derived and with which they form a unified, coherent whole.  
 
The concept of the unconscious, in order to be formed, like many other concepts, has 
to have a boundary. It is understood that in order for it to be a concept, Freud has to 
be clear about what it is about and what it is not. Unconscious is a derivative term; it 
only makes sense if we know what conscious is in the first place. The term 
unconscious results from creating the opposition, or rather from the negation of the 
term conscious. This is what people generally think of when the word ‘unconscious’ 
is being used. It has to refer to the word ‘conscious’ to be meaningful. Freud, on the 
                                                 
16 As opposed to the structural model, an expansion he made later on when he introduced concepts like 
the id, ego and the superego. When Freud started out, he only demarcated the lines between the 
unconscious, preconscious and consciousness. This was to be known as the Topographic model of the 
mind. Years later, he reworked the model and added concepts such as the id, ego and the superego, 
culminating in the structural model. 
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other hand, understands ‘the unconscious’ in a dissimilar fashion. He delineates the 
term not merely in opposition to ‘the conscious,’ but brings in the concept of ‘the 
preconscious’ as well. 
 
The conscious is the section of the mind wherein materials are part of one’s awareness; 
one is aware of them. The preconscious is the realm of the mind wherein materials are 
not part of one’s awareness, but which can be comfortably brought to awareness. The 
unconscious is the domain of the mind wherein materials are not within one’s 
awareness and cannot be easily brought to mind, “We call the unconscious which is 
only latent, and so can easily become conscious, the ‘preconscious’, and keep the name 
‘unconscious’ for the other. We have now three terms, ‘conscious’, ‘preconscious’, and 
‘unconscious’, to serve our purposes in describing mental phenomena.” (1946:96) The 
unconscious, as propounded by Freud, “is the true physical reality; in its innermost 
nature it is as much known to us as the reality of the external world, and it is as 
incompletely presented by the data of consciousness as is the external world by the 
communications of our sense organs.” (1954: 613) 
 
The relationship of the three spheres can be understood in terms of the contents of the 
materials that are enclosed within them and the movement of those materials. What are 
available in the conscious are materials that we think of at this moment. The 
preconscious hold on to materials that are not being thought of currently, but which can 
be recalled to the conscious if we so desire. The preconscious is positioned between the 
unconscious and the conscious. The materials in the unconscious do not simply move to 
the preconscious in the same way as the materials in the preconscious go to the 
conscious. The materials in the unconscious undergo a process of selection, censorship, 
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so to speak, to get to the preconscious, “The fact that excitations in order to reach 
consciousness must pass through a fixed series or hierarchy of agencies (which is 
revealed to us by the modifications made in them by censorship)” (1954: 615) 
 
The unconscious cannot be known directly and is only discoverable through the 
reconstructions it produces on consciousness. It is an intangible entity that can only be 
made sense of through an observation and analysis of human behaviour, such as 
‘slips’ in conversations, jokes, dreams, hypnosis and art. In order to abstract the 
unconscious, therefore, we have to look at those instances. In the following 
paragraphs, we explore some of these and how it is done. 
 
 
Accessing the Unconscious 
 
Interpretation of Dreams 
According to Freud, the interpretation of dreams is ‘the royal road’ to understanding 
the unconscious, “The interpretation of dreams is the royal road to a knowledge of the 
unconscious activities of the mind.” (1954: 608) Dreams and the unconscious have to 
be investigated as a ‘work’, because there has been distortion in the way the materials 
manifest themselves in dreams, “Dreams are psychical acts of as much significance as 
of any others…their many peculiarities and absurdities are due to the influence of the 
psychical censorship to which they have been subjected during the process of their 
formation.” (1954: 533) It is one of the ways in which we are able to locate the 
unconscious, albeit with great difficulty, because the contents of dreams have 
undergone a process of condensation and displacement by dream-work, several 
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peculiar concepts introduced by Freud to explain the unconscious process that 
transforms latent content into manifest content, yet two other concepts linked to the 
abstraction of the unconscious through interpreting dreams.  
 
Condensation and Displacement 
Condensation sees the latent contents being synthesised from heterogeneous ideas to 
form a single idea or symbol whose meaning may not be evident. It could also lead to 
some contents being excluded in the formation of various ideas into a single object, 
“Dreams are brief, meagre and laconic in comparison with the range and wealth of the 
dream-thoughts…the psychical material has undergone an extensive process of 
condensation in the course of the formation of the dream.” (1954: 279) Displacement, 
on the other hand substitutes some of the materials of latent contents before they are 
modified into manifest contents, “In the dream-work a psychical force is operating 
which on the one hand strips the elements which have a high psychical value of their 
intensity, and… creates from elements of low psychical value new values, which 
afterwards find their way into the dream-content. If that is so, a transference and 
displacement of psychical intensities occurs in the process of dream-formation.” (1954: 
307) As a result, there is a change in the way the materials are perceived in the 
conscious, once they get there; they have transformed into something else, “The 
consequence of the displacement is that the dream-content no longer resembles the 
core of the dream-thoughts and that the dream gives no more than a distortion of the 
dream-wish which exists in the unconscious.” (1954: 308) 
 
Latent contents are unconscious contents, which include beliefs, emotions, conflicts 
and memories that are hidden behind the manifest content of a dream, whereas 
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manifest contents refer to contents that appear in one’s dreams and what one 
remembers upon waking up, which do not directly suggest anything of real 
significance to the dreamer because in the first place, they are meant to hide the latent 
contents of a dream. One must therefore not look at what is presented obviously but 
try to look beyond what is apparent in order to get at the concealed, which is what 
really matters, “It is from these dream-thoughts and not from a dream’s manifest 
content that we disentangle its meaning. We are thus presented with a new task…that 
is, of investigating the relations between the manifest content of dreams and the latent 
dream-thoughts, and of tracing out the processes by which the latter have been 
changed into the former.” (1954: 277) 
 
Both condensation and displacement are key processes of dream-work, “Dream-
displacement and dream-condensation are the two governing factors to whose activity 
we may in essence ascribe the form assumed by dreams.” (1954: 308) Freud was of 
the opinion that all dreams occur in the same way as neurotic symptoms happen. As 
he believed that curing a neurosis was contingent on knowing its unconscious 
meaning, interpreting a dream would be one way of getting to the unconscious and 
eventual cure of his patients. 
 
During sleep, the censor of the mind would be more relaxed, allowing repressed 
wishes a chance to manifest themselves in the conscious, “Path leading through the 
preconscious to consciousness is barred to the dream-thoughts during the daytime by 
the censorship imposed by resistance. During the night they are able to obtain access 
to consciousness…at night there is a lowering of the resistance which guards the 
frontier between the unconscious and the preconscious.” (1954: 542).  However, the 
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guard’s function is to prevent the sleeper from experiencing too great an anxiety, 
which would wake him/her up, In a more relaxed condition, some repressed wishes 
therefore would manage to get through the guard, but not before undergoing a censor, 
transforming their original images in the process and manifest themselves in a 
different form, thus protecting the sleeper, “Dreams are distorted and the wish-
fulfilment contained in them disguised to the point of being unrecognisable precisely 
owing to the repugnance felt for the topic of the dream or for the wish derived from it 
and to an intention to repress them. The distortion in the dream is thus shown in fact 
to be an act of censorship.” (1954: 160)  
 
The repressed contents could also possibly create psychic pain and trauma to 
consciousness if they were to present themselves and be identified explicitly, “We can 
thus plainly see the purpose for which the censorship exercises its office and brings 
about the distortion of dreams: it does so in order to prevent the generation of anxiety 
or other forms of distressing affect.” (1954: 267) 
 
Dreams should not be mistaken as the unconscious. The latent content of a dream is 
also not the unconscious. Dreams are one of many paths through which an 
unconscious communicates. As Freud put it, “a dream is a (disguised) fulfilment of a 
(suppressed or repressed) wish.” (1954: 160) Another way in which the unconscious 
can be detected is through what is called ‘slips and mistakes’ in everyday life. 
 
Parapraxis 
Parapraxis is a term that refers to mistakes, or some say ‘slips’, be they slips of the 
tongue, of the pen, that originate from unconscious mental processes and thus reveals 
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a repressed content, “There thus remain in this group the cases of forgetting, the errors 
in spite of better knowledge, the slips of the tongue, misreadings, slips of the pen, 
bungled actions and the so-called ‘chance actions’.” (Freud, 1966: 239) What we 
normally think of mistakes may be something more than just that. They could be 
successful attempts by unconscious impulses to reveal themselves, which we in our 
conscious state would find too unbearable to act out ourselves, “As to what is the 
origin of the thoughts and impulses which find expression in parapraxes…we can say 
that in a number of cases it is easy to show that the disturbing thoughts are derived 
from suppressed impulses in mental life.” (1966: 276) 
 
Freud gave many examples of parapraxis in The Psychopathology of Everyday Life 
(1966). This would include instances of forgetting, be it the forgetting of proper 
names, foreign words, names and sets of words, forgetting of impressions and 
intentions, slips of the tongue, misreadings and slips of the pen and bungled actions.  
 
 
Examples of parapraxis: Slips of the tongue 
Slips of the tongue is one phenomenon which Freud regards as far from being trivial 
and should be treated as having significance because it would constitute a case study 
of how the unconscious reveals one of its contents. One example would be the 
following:  
 
The president of the Lower House of the Austrian Parliament began a sitting 
with the statement, “Gentlemen: I take notice that a full quorum of members is present 
and herewith declare the sitting closed!” He only noticed that he had made a mistake 
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when the audience responded to his statement by erupting into laughter. It seemed that 
he wished he was nearing the end of the sitting as nothing much was anticipated to 
come out of it. The person consciously would have wanted to say ‘open’ instead of 
‘closed.’ (1966: 59)  
 
Another example of a slip of the tongue is provided by another author. In 1994 the 
then Chancellor of the Exchequer, Kenneth Clark, was asked how many jobs his 
welfare-to-work measures would create. Without pause he replied, ‘I have not set a 
target for how many votes it will create’ (Guardian, 8 December 1994) (A. Easthope, 
1999: 15) He certainly did not mean to say ‘votes’ and had surely meant to say ‘jobs.’ 
However, when he somehow said it, Freud would have pointed out readily that a 
repressed content managed to slip through the unconscious.  
 
 
Examples of parapraxis: Slips of the pen and misreadings 
Other than slips of the tongue, there are also the phenomena of slips of the pen and 
misreadings experienced by people in general in their everyday life, an example of 
which could be perused:  
 
There was an incident in which a lady sent her sister a message of good wishes 
on the occasion of her taking up residence in a new and spacious house. A friend who 
was present recognised that the lady had put the wrong address on the letter. She had 
not even addressed it to the house that her sister had just left, but to her first house 
which she had moved into directly after her marriage and had moved out of long ago. 
This friend pointed this out to the lady. Consequently, she was obliged to confess and 
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wondered why she had done it. Her friend replied that she might have probably 
resented her sister’s possession of a new, commodious home, while she felt confined 
for space in her own home, and therefore wished her sister stay at her first home, 
where she was no better off than she was. She professed openly that she definitely felt 





As for forgetting, typical cases abound, one of which would be the following story a 
man had related to Freud: 
 
“Some years ago there were misunderstandings between me and my wife. I 
found her too cold, and although I willingly recognized her qualities we lived together 
without any tender feelings. One day, returning from a walk, she gave me a book 
which she had bought because she thought it would interest me. I thanked her for this 
mark of ‘attention’, promised to read the book and put it on one side. After that I 
could never find it again. Months passed by, in which time I occasionally remembered 
the lost book and made vain attempts to find it. About six months later my dear 
mother, who was not living with us, fell ill. My wife left home to nurse her mother-in-
law. The patient’s condition became serious and gave my wife an opportunity of 
showing the best side of herself. One evening I returned home full of enthusiasm and 
gratitude for what my wife had accomplished. I walked up to my desk, and without 
any definite intention but with a kind of somnambulistic certainty opened one of the 
drawers. On the very top I found the long-lost book I had mislaid.” (1966: 140) 
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 Forgetting, as he argues, is not simply about lapses in one’s memory. There is 
something more about forgetting that we should not take for granted; this instance of 
parapraxis could be explained psychoanalytically, “Analysis of the examples of 
forgetting that seem to require a special explanation reveals that the motive for 
forgetting is invariably an unwillingness to remember something which can evoke 
distressing feelings. We come to suspect that this motive aims at manifesting itself 
quite generally in mental life, but is prevented from putting itself into effect at all 
regularly by other forces which work against it.” (1966: 275) 
 
 
Behind dreams and parapraxes 
The unconscious is not only active when we are asleep but active constantly even 
when we are awake. The mistakes we make in our daily life can be shown to be a 
product of the unconscious wish that we, when conscious of it, would be too 
embarrassed to admit, due to potentially overwhelming burst of emotion that could 
arise if we were to do it, “The peculiar mode of working, whose most striking 
achievement we see in the content of dreams, cannot be attributed to the sleeping state 
of mental life if we possess such abundant evidence in the form of parapraxes that it 
operates during our waking life as well.” (1966: 278) 
 
What Freud discovered from his earlier investigation of dream analysis was that there 
is something more than just the manifest contents of dreams themselves and 
explanations cannot be provided simply by referring to one’s reposing mode as there 
seems to be evidence that even when one is awake the same force is still at work, 
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which is corroborated when he identifies what people normally consider as lapses or 
errors in everyday life, as demonstrated by the various examples above, “The 
mechanism of parapraxes and chance actions, as we have come to know it by our 
employment of analysis, can be seen to correspond in its most essential points with 
the mechanism of dream-formation which I have discussed in the chapter on the 




Repression is the basis for Freud’s theory of the unconscious and ultimately 
psychoanalysis, “As you are aware, the whole of psycho-analytic theory is in fact built 
up on the perception of the resistance exerted by the patient when we try to make him 
conscious of his unconscious.” (1946: 92) Repression refers to unconscious 
elimination of threatening materials from consciousness and using anticathexes to 
refrain them from recovering consciousness, making a person unable to recall them, 
“The state in which the ideas existed before being made conscious is called by us 
repression, and we assert that the force which instituted the repression and maintains 
it is perceived as resistance during the work of analysis. We obtain our concept of the 
unconscious, therefore, from the theory of repression. The repressed serves us as a 
prototype of the unconscious.” (1962: 12) 
 
Freud’s original hypothesis suggests that the unconscious, which he also refers to as 
‘the first system’, is a depository of repressed substances, whose predilection to 
materialise in consciousness is checked by the preconscious, for which another name 
he gives is ‘the second system,’ “As we have seen, there are ‘repressed’ wishes in the 
 85
mind, which belong to the first system and whose fulfilment is opposed by the second 
system….the theory of repression…asserts that these repressed wishes still exist – 
though there is a simultaneous inhibition which holds them down.” (1954: 235) 
 
The motive for forbidding access of certain materials in the realm of the unconscious 
to the preconscious and repressing them is tied to Freud’s conceptual apparatus of the 
pleasure principle, which would be briefly discussed later. What is crucial here is the 
understanding that all that is repressed is unconscious, “On the contrary, there will be 
an inclination in the primitive apparatus to drop the distressing mnemic image 
immediately, if anything happens to revive it, for the very reason that if its excitation 
were to overflow into perception it would provoke unpleasure…this effortless and 
regular avoidance by the psychical process of the memory of anything that had once 
been distressing affords us the prototype and first example of psychical repression.” 
(1954: 600) 
 
The presence of repression can be detected in any state, be it when one is asleep or 
one is awake. As Freud has argued and shown in the numerous cases in The 
Psychopathology of Everyday Life (1966) its existence, it affects everyone without 
any exception, “What is suppressed continues to exist in normal people as well as 
abnormal, and remains capable of psychical functioning.” (1954: 608) Although he 
started out analysing ‘abnormal people’ with psychoneurotic conditions, he managed 
to developed a theoretical concept that could also account for ‘normal’ behaviour 
(normal in the sense that people would not normally go into psychoanalysis to explain 
such behaviour) such as parapraxes, as he postulates that the repressed substances 
possess the adequacy to communicate themselves to consciousness;, “But there is one 
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thing which the severest and the mildest cases all have in common, and which is 
equally found in parapraxes and chance actions: the phenomena can be traced back to 
incompletely suppressed psychical material, which, although pushed away by 





Cathexis (singular form of cathexes) is a concept that represents psychic energy that is 
infused in a mental representation of an object. In Freud’s formulation of cathexis, the 
stronger the cathexis, the higher the amount of psychic energy and the more the object 
is desired. (Ewen, 2003: 21)  Anticathexis, according to Freud, is psychic energy that 
is used by the ego to oppose a dangerous or immoral cathexis. (2003: 20)  
 
 
The Structural Model 
 
Initially, Freud’s earlier model of the conscious, the preconscious and the unconscious 
defines his structure of mental life. However, later on he found that this was deficient 
and brought in those concepts mentioned above, “In the further course of psycho-
analytic work, however, even these distinctions have proved to be inadequate and, for 
practical purposes, insufficient.” (1962: 15) The concept of the unconscious is then 
further developed by the introduction of other concepts related to it, namely the id, the 
ego and the superego, “Super-ego, ego and id, then, are the three realms, regions or 
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provinces into which we divide the mental apparatus of the individual; and it is their 
mutual relations with which we shall be concerned in what follows.” (1946: 97) 
 
The Id 
The id (das Es) is the segment of the personality that exists at birth; it encompasses all 
the instincts and the entire inventory of psychic energy. The id is completely 
unconscious, conscienceless, irrational, has no conception of reality or self-
preservation, “Naturally, the id knows no values, no good and evil, no morality. The 
economic, or, if you prefer, the quantitative factor, which is so closely bound up with 
the pleasure-principle, dominates all its processes.” (1946: 99-100) It turns biological 
needs into psychological tension and has only one goal, which is to gain pleasure by 
reducing drives (pleasure principle). It allows opposites to exist concomitantly, has no 
idea of time and is not affected by experience of the subject, “In the id there is nothing 
corresponding to the idea of time, no recognition of the passage of time, and (a thing 
which is very remarkable and awaits adequate attention in philosophic thought) no 
alteration of mental processes by the passage of time.” (1946: 99) The id’s irrational, 
impulsive and image-producing mechanism of thought is what Freud labels primary 
process, “The irrational processes which occur in the psychical apparatus are the 
primary ones. They appear wherever ideas are abandoned by the preconscious 
cathexis, are left to themselves and can become charged with the uninhibited energy 
from the unconscious which is striving to find an outlet.” (1954: 605)  
 
The id could be represented as an impetuous child that demands immediate 
delectation, which, when unfulfilled, would seek an instantaneous replacement. A 
familiar case would be a toddler that would cathect its thumb and release discomfort 
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in the process by sucking it when it could not get the bottle. Childhood instinctive 
drives and repressions are argued by Freud to exist in the adult id just as durably and 
substantially in childhood. The primary process plays a significant role in producing 
parapraxes. (Ewen, 2003: 18-19) 
 
Pleasure Principle 
Pleasure principle is a concept that refers to the goal behind all human behaviour to 
achieve pleasure (Lust) and avoid unpleasure (Unlust) (Ewen, 2003: 21), or what is 
commonly translated in English as pain, “In the developmental process of the 
individual, the programme of the pleasure principle, which consists in finding the 
satisfaction of happiness, is retained as the main aim.” (Freud, 1961: 87)  
 
The Ego 
The ego (das Ich) starts to form out of the id at the age of six to eight months, “the 
ego is a part of the id which has been specially modified.” (1962: 52) It is the sole 
component of personality that is able to communicate with the subject’s environment, 
“It is easy to see that the ego is that part of the id which has been modified by the 
direct influence of the external world.” (1962: 29) It is partly conscious, partly 
preconscious and partly unconscious. It is logical, rational, creates reasonable, 
sensible propositions of action for the purpose of satisfying the needs of the id; The 
ego has to maintain our psychic pain at the lowest level possible at the same time as 
trying to satisfy as much of our impulses from the id as possible, “The ego represents 
what we call reason and sanity, in contrast to the id which contains the passions.” 
(1962: 30) It operates based on the reality principle and postpones the release of 
instinctual impulses until a fitting object is found, “The ego has the task of bringing 
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the influence of the external world to bear upon the id and its tendencies, and 
endeavours to substitute the reality-principle for the pleasure-principle which reigns 
supreme in the id.” (1962: 29-30)  
 
For example, one might experience hunger, but the demand to satisfy the hunger 
immediately does not make one eat whatever object available on the spot. One might 
look for an edible item, or sometimes, defer the gratification and find a more savoury 
choice. The ego aids in delaying the pleasure derived from eating in this case, because 
of potentially greater pleasure. (Ewen, 2003: 19)  
 
Primary and Secondary Processes 
This rational, pleasure-postponing, self-preserving way of thinking is known as the 
secondary process, as opposed to the id’s primary process way of thinking, “The 
primary process endeavours to bring about a discharge of excitation in order that, with 
the help of the amount of excitation thus accumulated, it may establish a ‘perceptual 
identity’ [with the experience of satisfaction]. The secondary process, however, has 
abandoned this intention and taken on another in its place – the establishment of a 




Reality principle is a concept related to pleasure principle; it is a function of the ego 
that serves to delay the discharge of tension until a suitable object has been found. 
(Ewen, 2003: 21) As opposed to pleasure principle, reality principle negotiates with 
the external environment and with the impulses present in id that demand immediate 
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gratification, “Men are accustomed to moderate their claims to happiness – just as the 
pleasure principle itself, indeed, under the influence of the external world, changed 
into the more modest reality principle.” (1961: 24)  
 
The Superego  
The superego (Das Überich) comes about due to the ego needing to self-preserve and 
its identification with the all-powerful parents during the early years of a child. The 
internalisation of the parents’ ideals results in the formation of the superego. It is 
partially conscious and partially unconscious, begins to develop out of the ego from 
the third to the fifth year of life (Ewen, 2003: 24-25) and constantly internalises ideals 
of other people who interact with the subject, such as teachers and other figures of 
authority, “During the course of its growth, the super-ego also takes over the influence 
of those persons who have taken the place of the parents, that is to say of persons who 
have been concerned in the child’s upbringing, and whom it has regarded as ideal 
models. Normally the super-ego is constantly becoming more and more remote from 
the original parents, becoming, as it were, more impersonal.” (1946: 87)  
 
The superego comprises two constituents, namely the ego ideal and the conscience. 
(Ewen, 2003: 25) The ego ideal functions to give positive feedback for commendable 
conduct, “We have now to mention another important activity which is to be 
abscribed to the super-ego. It is also the vehicle of the ego-ideal, by which the ego 
measures itself, towards which it strives, and whose demands for ever-increasing 
perfection it is always striving to fulfil,” (1946: 88) whereas the conscience penalises 
improper intentions and deeds, “I feel a temptation to do something which promises to 
bring me pleasure, but I refrain from doing it on the ground that ‘my conscience will 
 91
not allow it.’ Or I allow myself to be persuaded by the greatness of the expectation of 
pleasure into doing something against which the voice of my conscience has protested, 
and after I have done it my conscience punishes me with painful reproaches, and 
makes me feel remorse for it.” (1946: 81-82) For example, one would not normally 
injure others intentionally or a more mildly, make a nuisance of oneself in public. 
 
 
What about Psychoanalysis? 
 
A massive theoretical schema in which both abnormal, psychoneurotic behaviour and 
normal behaviour could be ultimately explained through the use of a number of 
concepts on the mind was to be sought after. The unconscious is an integral part of 
these concepts. Why is it that people would behave neurotically? He could trace it to 
earlier events that occurred in their lives and their childhood experiences. Why do 
they consequently lead to neurotic behaviour? He would argue that the events bring 
about repression. Thus we see that Freud does not only stop at establishing a causal 
link but to provide a theory in which the normal and non-neurotic behaviour can also 
be accounted for. One of the functions of the concept of the unconscious, therefore, is 
to cure neurosis. Another function is to ultimately provide an explanation for all 
human behaviours, through the building of his whole theory of psychoanalysis based 
on the concept of the unconscious and its interrelation with a whole network of other 
concepts. He certainly is convinced that he has managed to develop over time and 
over many cases a theoretical framework that could comprehensively deal with social 
phenomena as well. This is where we will see, sociologically, the applicability of 
psychoanalytical tools in making sense of the foreign talent phenomenon. 
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 Psychoanalysis on Foreign Talent 
 
Once we are aware of the existence of the unconscious and other aspects of mental 
life that have an effect on the way we go about doing our daily activities, we then 
would have to stop taking for granted and start questioning what we do in the state of 
our waking life; are there things that drive our conscious activities and are we always 
sure that we are constantly in control of what we do? There are without doubt 
conditions of life that we are not in control of, such as genetic inheritance and where 
we are born, into what group we are born, which has an influence on the way we 
understand social reality. All these things, however important they may be to other 
researchers with their own respective considerations, do not constitute a central 
element to our concern here as the people who have aired and provided us with their 
insights and thoughts on the issues pertaining to the FT policy are clearly convinced 
that the various reasons given for their objection are made under rational, conscious 
and reflective state; in other words, they would not have agreed to any allusion of 
their statements being produced by forces outside themselves, be it under the 
influence of alcohol or mental affliction. They say what they personally believe to be 
the case, whatever it may be for each of them, consciously, and in a ‘normal’ state of 
mind. I would say that with psychoanalysis, this should be the only concern that is of 
interest to us. 
 
With that in mind, we could then try to see how the reaction of many Singaporeans 
could be traced to factors outside their consciousness. As has been shown in the 
earlier part of this work and discussed at considerable length, we have come to know 
 93
that there are multitudes of reasons as to why they consider FT policy to be deserving 
of their remonstrance. When we recall that every investigation or work undertaken 
psychoanalytically should begin by distinguishing between latent contents and 
manifest contents, it is imperative that we similarly perform the synonymous 
distinction to the statements given to us by the respondents; we need to take those 
statements as manifest contents and be mindful that there is yet another cache where 
latent contents reside and which would need to be accessed. In each of those instances, 
we have to be aware that a process of displacement has already taken place. Each of 
the statements, valid they may be in their own way, and to those who have articulated 
them, embodies contents that have already undergone distortion before they are 
deemed presentable and correspondingly transformed into something else that 
materialises as manifest contents. In addition to the process of displacement, there is 
also the process of condensation, which is the other component of the operation of 
censorship. Condensation works by eliminating certain constituents of the original, 
latent materials and form an altogether different composition unlike the prototype. 
 
We learnt that National Service is one of the important reasons as to why many 
Singaporeans feel that they are against FT. We also have been informed of the view 
that many FT in Singapore are not really deserving of the tag they are carrying and 
that many Singaporeans are just as proficient in performing the tasks FT have been 
employed to execute. There were comments made as well about the lack of 
opportunities given to locals, as many could be overlooked in the process of 




Contradictory reasons were given for why local employers engage FT, with some 
linking higher status and ability of foreign workers while others believed that 
economic considerations play a crucial role, as foreign workers were seen as being a 
cheaper alternative to local labour.  
 
One could perhaps here ask why we not take the respondents’ statements at face value. 
Some complication would arise if we were to do that. Firstly, the respondents’ 
positions against FT are not homogenous. If we take them at face value, what we have 
would be a mix of stands, often coupled with contradictory opinions about FT, which 
would lead to an incoherent summation. This would not help us in any way to make 
sense about the issue. 
 
Thus, we would do well to acknowledge that condensation and displacement have 
occurred in the diverse accounts of many Singaporeans’ disagreement with the FT 
issue and begin to uncover the latent contents of all these. 
 
There has been censorship in the formation of manifest contents in their 
consciousness, which is attributed to repression of latent materials, from which the 
manifest contents originate. We have established the link between censorship and 
both manifest and latent contents. Repression is the key to this relationship. The 
materials that are restrained are simply acting out the logic of secondary process, 
which maintains that the ego regulates the dangerous impulses that wish to be fulfilled 
in the id. If there are latent contents, which are repressed in the unconscious, what 
could these possibly be? 
 
 95
It would seem that, since repression is in place to ensure that the person does not 
experience psychical pain and trauma, the cause of the repressed materials would very 
well be events of a societal-wide magnitude that have occurred, might still be 
constantly occurring, since it would have certainly affected most, if not all 
Singaporeans and the event, or events would be of great significance in terms of its 
ramification on their psychical condition and successively their conduct. The 
determinant of this would undoubtedly be the political repression of Singaporeans. 
One certainly has to show how, if at all, this could be related to their grievances 
against FT as any observer would have noted that this is too far-removed from the 




Cases of Political Repression 
 
In order to understand how political repression is responsible and ultimately 
contributes to the repression 17  of certain materials associated with it and their 
relegation into the unconscious, together with the ramification they have on people’s 
dissatisfaction on foreign talent, we would first have to familiarise ourselves with the 
important events where such cases have taken place. 
 
                                                 
17 The use of the term ‘repression’ is not intended to cause confusion to any reader. Repression in the 
Freudian sense refers to (as has been mentioned)  unconscious elimination of threatening materials 
from consciousness and using anticathexes to refrain them from recovering consciousness, making a 
person unable to recall them, whereas ‘political repression’ is concerned with how politics is regulated 
by the one-party state of Singapore. 
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The history of Singapore as many are aware and which has been well documented18, 
witnesses the transformation of the island-state from an underdeveloped economy to a 
success story within the next thirty years, prompting some to call it as a ‘miracle’, 
considering the odds that were against them, with relative absence of natural resources 
possibly being the biggest factor. 
 
The material life of the population undeniably improved tremendously together with 
the performance of the whole country’s economy. The economic achievement of the 
comparatively new nation-state does not, however, see a parallel in other spheres of 
life in Singapore. This is where we see the genesis of repression in the unconscious. 
 
In the 1972 election, approximately a third of the voters went with the opposition, 
causing the ruling party, PAP, to become greatly concerned about possible defeat in 
the near future and motivating them to pre-empt the prospect of it taking place. 
Among the efforts undertaken to realise this was to allege the opposition of obtaining 
financial support from external sources, i.e. foreign body. Another measure, which 
was to become a regular feature of the political scene in Singapore, was to initiate 
court action against opposition candidates for damaging the reputation, character, or 
good name of the ruling party’s leader, engaging them in litigation suits, whose 
outcome historically has never seen any opposition personage emerging as anything 
but loser. (Haas, 1999: 24) Leong Mun Kwai and Harbans Singh Sindhu were two 
opposition politicians who were imprisoned that year. The former was found guilty of 
                                                 
18 …following its internal autonomy granted by the British in 1959 and its ensuing split in 1965 from 
the then newly-formed Federation of Malaysia or as some would prefer saying ‘being dumped’, a less-
than-elegant but nonetheless more nuanced expression by those who could still be emotionally affected 
by the historical episode, for reasons that could still be debatable, depending on which argument one is 
more inclined towards. 
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provoking assassination while the latter for damaging the reputation of Lee Kuan Yew. 
(Worthington, 2003: 40) 
 
In 1974, the president of the University of Singapore Students Union, Tan Wah Piow, 
attempted to hold a demonstration regarding the expulsion of students from Hong 
Kong and Malaysia, an incident which was preceded by the Union’s confrontation 
with the government for the way it dealt with redundant workers and its right to call 
into question government policies. The following year, he was found guilty of the 
charge of provoking a riot and subsequently put in jail for a year, after which he left 
for England. In the aftermath of the incident, the university administration prohibited 
direct election of student government officers and the University of Singapore Act 
was amended to make sure that student organisations would be kept out of politics. A 
decade later, the parliament ratified a law which renders all who have been out of the 
country for ten years as having lost their Singaporean citizenship. In 1987, he was 
associated with a ‘Marxist conspiracy’ which supposedly aimed at eliminating and 
replacing the government; in fact he was labelled as the leader of the insurgence. 
(Haas, 1999: 24) 
 
Just before the 1976 election took place, the ruling party’s contenders had 
incriminated opposition office-seekers of procuring funds from abroad for their 
campaigns. Following their expected triumph at the polls, three opposition candidates 
were subsequently dealt with. Two of them were charged for inflaming Chinese 
chauvinism among the voters; one managed to flee to England while the other one 
was arrested and detained for a period of eighteen months under the Internal Security 
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Act. The final opposition candidate was put in jail and had to pay a fine for slandering 
the head of the ruling party during his speech at one of the election rallies. (1999: 25) 
 
In 1981, an opposition figure by the name of Joshua Benjamin Jeyaretnam, or more 
commonly known as J.B. Jeyaretnam, won a seat in a parliamentary by-election. He 
was to be reelected three years later. This certainly was not seen favourably by the 
PAP leadership, who responded accordingly. The then Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew 
commented that ‘an opposition, if we are lucky, makes no difference to good 
government.’ (Straits Times, 15 December 1981) Jeyaretnam was a target of their 
displeasure, regardless of whether it took place in the parliament or outside it. The 
collective censure by the ruling party members on him was a typical approach adopted 
to demolish “any potential focus of opposition per se” (Hewison, Robison and Rodan, 
1993: 84) In 1985, he was accused of having been dishonest about his party’s 
accounts and correspondingly found guilty of this act, fined, jailed and barred from 
participating in parliament for the next five years and additionally expelled from the 
practice of law. 
 
In 1987, the ‘Marxist conspiracy’ mentioned earlier saw twenty-two Catholic workers 
being arrested for hatching the plan, when they were apparently helping domestic 
workers from the Philippines who disapproved of their employers’ unkind treatment 
of them. They were made to admit in front of national television of their alleged 
involvement, after which they were released. The incident did not end then, however, 
as the following year, some of them went on to say that they had been coerced into 
making the statements they did after they had been tormented physically and 
psychologically. They were subsequently detained for the second time and made to 
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sign statutory declarations to reaffirm their previous declaration with the other option 
being detained under the Internal Security Act (ISA) for indefinite period. 
(Worthington, 2003: 50) 
 
Prior to the 1988 elections, the president of the Law Society and a candidate for the 
Workers’ Party, Francis Seow, who had endeavoured to gather a group of lawyers to 
contest the upcoming elections as opposition candidates, was detained under the ISA. 
He was subsequently permitted to contest the election, where it seemed that no other 
lawyer was persuaded to join him, but eventually arrested and had taxation charges 
filed on him. He fled to the United States after the incident. Seow had also been 
critical of the amendment made to the Newspaper and Printing Presses Act in May 
1986 in his capacity as the president of the Law Society and had in fact been called, 
together with other Law Society members, before a Select Committee of parliament 
and rebuked by PAP leadership on national television. There were legislative changes 
made which consequently prohibited the Law Society from expressing comments on 
legislation and enclosed its position under the government-controlled Academy of 
Law. (2003: 50) 
 
In January 1993, Singapore Democratic Party politician Ashleigh Seow was 
forewarned of a defamation suit by four PAP members of parliament (M.P.) for 
supposedly having denigrated their reputation, character and good name during the 
December 1992 by-election rally. In April the same year, former President Devan 
Nair retracted several assertions made in 1988 contrasting the manner of opposition 
politician Francis Seow with both Lee Kuan Yew and himself when the two of them 
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were part of the political opposition in the 1960s, assertions which led to the filing of 
defamation suit against him by Lee Kuan Yew in 1988. 
 
The government frankly affirmed that there were eleven lawsuits from 1971 to 1993 
against opposition politicians that left them impoverished to buttress the assertion that 
Lingle was alluding to Singapore and Senior minister Lee Kuan Yew when he 
published an essay in the International Herald Tribune, which insinuated that an 
undisclosed Asian government carried out the practice of ‘suppressing dissent’ and 
employed ‘compliant judiciary to bankrupt politicians.’ (Haas, 1999: 32) 
 
After the 1997 election, there were lawsuits against opposition candidates, one of 
whom was called Chee Soon Juan. Chee was found guilty of inaccurately presenting 
figures during a parliamentary speech the previous year, the penalty for which was 
S$400,000 in damages on top of court expenses. There were two libel cases, one of 
which involves an opposition candidate named Tang Liang Hong, who had formerly 
made public his disapproval of the controversy where Lee Kuan Yew and B.G. Lee 
purchased condominiums below the market price. Tang was labelled as an ‘anti-
English education, anti-Christian Chinese chauvinist’, a characterisation which he 
denied and countered by calling his accusers ‘liars’, for which he was subsequently 
sued. Tang lost his defamation case, appealed but lost. There seemed to be also a 
sense of vindictiveness when there were charges made against Tang’s wife for 
supporting her spouse’s defence. (Worthington, 2003: 43) The other opposition 
politician who was involved in another libel case that year was Jeyaretnam, who lost 
his case and had to pay US$13,000 to then Prime Minister Goh for having remarked 
in his rally that Tang had made a police report against Goh for libel. 
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 Rodan has argued that in Singapore an ‘authoritarian regime’ is in power, whose 
defining characteristic he understands to be ‘the extra-parliamentary constraint on 
challenges to the ruling People’s Action Party (PAP).’ (Hewison et al., 1993: 77) This 
would comprise what he calls ‘crude measures’ such as arresting or incarcerating 
dissentients and ‘techniques of greater sophistication’ which also aim at inhibiting 
conflicting opinions to that of the ruling party. Since its independence, Singapore has 
been a one-party state, with the party committee utilising state power to 
institutionalise rules and regulations that are prohibitive of acts of challenging its grip 





The various instances in which political repression take place are supported and 
conducted with some of the instruments below, which consequently contribute to its 
role as the sole determining root of remonstration against foreign talent. 
 
Internal Security Act (Chapter 143) 
The Internal Security Act gives the government the authority to detain anyone without 
trial. Anyone who is detained under the act is allowed to counsel but does not have 
legal right to contest the justification for his detention. The Minister of Home Affairs 
possesses the freedom to act on his judgment to authorise arrest and detainment 
without charges if a person is regarded as dangerous to the preservation of national 
security and public order. Speech constitutes one of those acts that comes under it. 
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(Simon S. C. Tay, 2002: 85) The President has the right to endorse detention for up to 
a period of two years, after which it could be resumed for another two years with no 
stipulation whatsoever as to the maximum number of times it could be resumed.  
 
The Official Secrets act (Chapter 213) 
The Official Secrets act maintains that it is against the law to acquire, disclose or 
disseminate any information with the aim that is inimical to the safety or interests of 
Singapore. (2002: 85) 
 
Lawsuits 
As elaborated during the earlier part of this paper, there have been numerous lawsuits 
filed against political opponents of the ruling party since the 1970s. The lawsuits are a 
regular feature of the political scene in Singapore, where political opposition is always 
expected to lose their case and be legally declared financially insolvent. 
 
Threats 
The government constantly threatens any opposition and coerces them through fear by 
turning them into objects of examination administered by government bodies. Chee 
Soon Juan, a political opposition who has been mentioned above, was a lecturer at the 
National University of Singapore who saw his employment at the institution 
terminated following an examination of his financial accounts, which revealed that he 
had misappropriated his research grant to dispatch his wife’s thesis to her university 
advisor in the United States. (Alex Chua, 1997: 21) 
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Tan Bing Seng, who was chairman of the Workers’ Party, was found to have 
recommended sleep medication above the approved level by the Singapore Medical 
Council and was consequently taken off the medical record by the council and 
prohibited from practicing medicine. (1997: 21)   
 
 
Genesis of Repression in the Unconscious 
 
From the numerous cases of disciplinary acts carried out by the ruling party, which 
has been in power since its independence in 1965, on dissenting individuals and 
opposing parties, the population of Singapore has long acknowledged that there are no 
dividends in speaking out against the ruling party. The extent to which those who 
have raised objections have been dealt with is unquestionably scathing. The infliction 
on the dissidents is not only limited to the physical and material, but also the mental 
and psychological dimensions.  
 
The unpleasantness, if one could put it mildly, of those events induces sentiments of 
fear, which is nothing new, as many writers have put forth this view. What has not 
been considered, though, is that they also stimulate the generation of psychical pain, 
as the experience could create substantial and lasting effect on one’s mental life. From 
that point when one bears witness to any of such occurrences, there is great likelihood 
of changes taking place in the way one would thereafter consciously think of speaking 
out against the ruling government. What makes the probability of this being a nation-
wide phenomenon is that in all the cases outlined above, there is more than adequate 
coverage by the state’s controlled media, which in the process, inadvertently ensures 
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that most people would undergo that modification, although it has to be said that the 
outcome might not turn out the same way for everyone. This last point will be dealt 
with in the later part of this chapter. 
 
That the ruling party members and leadership do not simply execute punitory actions 
once but in fact, numerous times and at intervals, guarantee that not only a generation 
of Singaporeans would be witnesses to repressive acts against dissension by the 
government and their corresponding effect on one’s psychical condition, but 
successive generations as well. 
 
To actually take a political stand against the government publicly becomes a thought 
that brings discomfort, uneasiness and sequentially strain on one’s mind, which may 
result in the banishment of such a view from one’s consciousness to the realm of the 
unconscious, where it would find difficulty gathering access to manifest itself again, 
owing to repression that exists as part of the nature of the unconscious and the role of 
the ego in ensuring that as much as possible, one does not undergo the same painful 
experience. 
 
The various reasons articulated and the sources of dissatisfaction with the foreign 
talent issue as intimated by many respondents and also Singaporeans generally are 
distortions of that repressed material, which we have analysed to be stemming from 
the inability of Singaporeans to express alternative views to that of the ruling party’s. 
The accumulation of the repressed impulses that originally were thoughts of revealing 
what they might find objectionable about any of the government’s action necessitate 
that they be manifested in consciousness, according to the pleasure principle. Since 
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these are undesirable and inadmissible to the ego, censorship operates and together 
with the reality principle, which is a function of the ego, the repressed impulses find 
an outlet in the issue of foreign talent instead of directly protesting their political 
repression against the government. The foreign talent issue becomes the object of 
their remonstration, because it is one out of many possibilities the ego has deemed an 
agreeable object of expression. In Freudian terms, a process of displacement has taken 
place. 
 
This does not deny, however, that there have always been individuals who seemingly 
perform the uncustomary, deviant, aberrant act of publicly challenging the 
government’s position on policies and political stand. This is not to say that the 
people of Singapore generally believe in liberal democracy, or democracy of any form 
for that matter. To argue that Singaporeans are intrinsically eager to express 
alternative views to that of the ruling party’s would be to accept that everyone and 
anyone has a proclivity towards one particular political system and possesses the same 
political beliefs and values. Similarly, to contend that Singaporeans are by nature 
communitarian in their political orientation would be to place oneself under the 
discourse of ‘Asian Values’ that are in currency among many writers and political 
leadership in many Asian states, including Singapore. That is not what I would like to 
suggest here. There are constantly individuals who cross the boundary because of the 
political system that is officially in place, despite the various legislations that restrict 
and sap much of the vigour that is supposed to be present within it.  
 
Democracy is arguably an export of colonial powers from much of Western Europe 
during their worldwide expansion, which was accompanied by modern capitalism. 
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Although the forms in which what we would call ‘democracy’ vary across nation-
states all over the world, much of the world we know in modern times operates within 
what we would characterise as democracy. Absolute monarchies are a rarity in the 
contemporary period and very much a relic of the past. Since Singapore has some of 
the features of democracy, however unsubstantial and circumscribed they may be in 
relation to ideals professed by its proponents; features which include regular election 
and voting rights of citizens among others as stated in the constitution, despite the 
possession of extensive knowledge of the constitution being the purview of only a 
small number in Singapore, it necessarily gives rise to people who have to exhibit this 
political peculiarity. No matter what the constraints are to inhabitants of Singapore, 
they live within a particular official political system, which coincidentally is prevalent 
in most parts of the world, necessarily engendering a particular mode of thought and 
constant effort to synchronise that subjective reality with their actual objective 
condition, government’s attempts to inculcate them with its unique construction 
through its control of state apparatuses and media notwithstanding. This is the reason 
why we regularly witness political dissent. 
 
What the paragraph above also aids to demonstrate is the point that even though the 
repressed contents in the unconscious, which are attributed to the extremely 
disagreeable experience of witnessing the outcome of expressing oneself politically 
against the government, would be confined and have to undergo censorship in the 
process of manifesting consciously due to the processes and mechanism we have 
already described in detail, the impulses of those materials are indeed intense, 
decisively because their experience in Singapore does not fit with the approximation 
of the ideals that they are constantly exposed to globally, considering that Singapore 
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is considerably plugged with the rest of the world, making it one of many confluences 
of global flows. Due to this, the struggle in the mental domain to prevent the 
expression of the repressed materials becomes a herculean task to perform and the 
probability of those contents succeeding in exhibiting themselves in consciousness 
becomes much higher. 
 
 
Fear in Singapore 
Some writers are of the view that there is a climate of fear in Singapore among the 
populace. This is also an observation that is sometimes mentioned by some 
Singaporeans. Alex Chua (1997), in his work, “The climate of fear in Singapore: its 
origins & development” argues that Singaporeans consciously allow themselves to be 
recipients of state’s interventions in their life, leading to their own enslavement. 
Gomez (2000) is another writer who suggests similar notion of fear but with different 
strands of developing the idea in his work. 
 
Alex Chua asked his respondents some questions which are directly tied to the notion 
of fear, which in one case is fear of voting against the PAP, as part of his research, 
“Any chance that the choice for the PAP is made out of fear?” to which some 
respondents replied: 
 
“Not at all. I don’t vote the PAP out of fear. I am thinking rationally when I 
cast my vote. I do my sums, look at the pros and cons, and the answer comes 
out clearly…” (Philip) 
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“Fear made me vote for them? I don’t think so…” (Aaron) 
 
“Fear? I somehow don’t see it that way…” (Ibrahim)  
 
He concluded that the informants’ responses indicated that fear is present to maintain 
the PAP in power because the people want it to keep its rule, which corroborates his 
assertion that Singaporeans have become very much reliant on the ruling party (1997: 
29). In not taking his respondents’ statements as they are and instead, by going 
beyond what they explicitly say to arrive at that inference is in itself a significant 
process and a noteworthy discovery. While I would not disagree with his conclusion, I 
would argue that it has yet to get at the repressed materials, the latent contents. Let us 
see how this is the case. 
 
They are clearly stating that there is no fear involved when it comes to voting for their 
preferred political party to represent them. From a psychoanalytical reading of their 
comments, we have to be able to understand that what they articulate has been 
censored and distorted before it emerges in the present form. As we have discussed 
earlier, there is something going on in the mental life of Singaporeans that would have 
to be analysed in order to understand much of their behaviour as expressed outwardly. 
We have also established the origin of much of repressed constitution of their 
psychical existence. The respondents from the study above by Alex Chua (1997) are 
simply unaware of the forces that struggle against one another in trying to prevent 
them from experiencing great psychical affliction; the ego regulates the expression of 
repressed materials from the id that demand unrestrained wish for fulfilment in the 
consciousness. They consciously deny the presence of fear against the government, 
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because a mechanism is in place to ensure firstly, that they would not have any 
thoughts of raising issues publicly against the government, which in turn keeps them 
unaware of ensuing fear that might follow from such contemplation. The revelation of 
the informants in this case only serves to provide evidence that they are actually being 
safeguarded without any of them being conscious of it at all. On this note it should 




Censorship: of Self and of Others 
Gomez (2000) argues that there exists in Singapore a censorial culture not only 
between the elites but also among the masses, which he attributes to the hegemonic 
one-party state and its punitive reaction to conflicting political opinions; the ruling 
party has created a repugnant impression of political articulation. He notes that this 
circumstance has transformed a large segment of the population to react negatively 
towards those groups or people who involve themselves politically in any activities 
counter to that of the ruling-party’s official stand. Singaporeans censor themselves 
and others who might have a desire to speak up against the ruling government. 
(2000:3) 
 
Self-censorship is one aspect of general censorship in Singapore, which is related to 
the censorship of information by the state, causing the people to lack the competence 
to develop an enduring political commentary, even if they had the motivation. It is 
contended that such an act stems from fear of being punished, or as it also applies 
conversely, rewarded by the government. It could also arise from a lack of courage or 
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certain understanding of one’s inadequacy in dealing with political concerns. (2000: 
9-10) 
 
He also contends that any view that is contrary to that of the ruling party’s is 
considered by many to be antagonistic to it and would bring about political 
repercussions to anyone who expresses such view. The dichotomy is set between the 
ruling party and opposition to the effect that any comment against the ruling party is 
immediately categorised as that of the opposition. (2000: 34) Most people would 
therefore consider alternative opinions to be unlawful and oppositional. A famous 
incident that illustrates this point transpired in 1994, when a local novelist, Catherine 
Lim, commented about Goh Chok Tong, the Prime Minister’s style of governing and 
raised doubts about his earlier promise of having a more consultative mode of 
government. (The Straits Times, 20 November 1994) Points of view communicated 
publicly could hardly escape the polarity. This contributes to self-censorship and 
censorship of others. 
 
He shows that there are people who are consciously fearful of speaking against the 
government and are aware of the consequences that would entail such an act. This is 
also an observation that is shared by many Singaporeans. While we have dealt with 
people who are not conscious of fear in Singapore, we also see that there are people 




Considerations of transgressors 
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Despite having discussed the cause for the various reasons given for many 
Singaporeans’ disapproval of the FT policy and accounted for why they behave in 
such a manner, sure enough there would be some doubts and questions would be 
asked about the various instances where there have been people who have actually 
spoken up against the ruling government, be it in a ‘milder’ form of writing in to the 
local papers or in a more ‘extreme’ form, if you will, in the acts of many political 
oppositions in the post-independence history of Singapore, which seems to invariably 
contradict all the deliberations that we have gone through thus far. Why do we 
perpetually witness such an ‘anomaly’? Part of the answer has been provided when 
we pointed out to the avowed political system that is in place, regardless of 
restrictions and circumspection that have been legislated, which engenders the 
behaviour it systematically should, together with the exposure Singaporeans have due 
to how interconnected it is globally.  
 
We only need to refer to the framework of Freud’s mental structure of the id, ego and 
superego to demonstrate how acts of transgression and the transgressors themselves 
could be analysed. As we have already made known in the first part of the chapter, the 
ego is responsible for managing the repressed impulses that reside in the unconscious 
and part of the id’s function to fulfil those materials’ drive to appear in the 
consciousness. As a result of this, there are those who would not harbour any intent of 
remonstrating against their political repression. This, however, could only be achieved, 
as it has been mentioned, by a healthy and strong ego.  
 
Those who are conscious of the political repression and yet are fearful of acting on the 
impulses’ wish see their ego being overpowered by the id, but still restrained by the 
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superego. This means that they are conscious of their wish and experience a desire to 
fulfil the impulses in articulating their political condition against the ruling 
government to effect changes, but that desire is checked by their superego, which 
maintains that they should not do it, as the superego constitutes the demands of the 
society’s ideals, “The super-ego has the ego at its mercy and applies the most severe 
moral standards to it; indeed it represents the whole demands of morality, and we see 
all at once that our moral sense of guilt is the expression of tension between the ego 
and the super-ego,” (1946: 83) which in this case would be to stay out of politics and 
refrains oneself from criticising the government and asking for political power to be 
distributed to them. This would also explain why there are some Singaporeans who 
approve of the policy and support its implementation, unlike the statements we have 
seen coming from discontented respondents. Their superego and ego are extremely 
strong in relation to the id, which translates into their agreement with the policy 
formulated by the ruling party of Singapore, as agreeing with direction and decision 
of the government constitutes the most important ideal of living in Singapore.    
 
Those who have shown extraordinary and seemingly ill-advised conduct of 
transgressing this boundary are those whose id managed to overwhelm the straining 
capacity of the ego and the influence of superego, rendering repression powerless in 
the process and the repressed impulses free expression. Such an occurrence is indeed 
unfrequent, as Freud has argued, “The fear of the super-ego should normally never 
cease, since it is indispensable in social relations in the form of moral anxiety, and it 
is only in the rarest instances that an individual succeeds in becoming independent of 
the community.” (1946: 116) 
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Behaviours that are seemingly ‘normal,’ by which we understand to be acceptable to 
many people in Singapore, are those that see the person remaining indifferent to the 
political condition of Singapore. They are normal because their ego is strong and 
regulates the id relatively well. There are those who are ‘abnormal’ because they have 
stepped beyond the drawn boundaries and there are those who are ‘slightly abnormal’ 
as they are aware, do have the intent and are conscious of their state but are unwilling 
to do anything. The extent to which one acts is dependent on the mental state of that 
particular person, which then puts the whole issue of normalcy into a new light; 
everybody is necessarily ‘abnormal’ because each of them already experiences 
repression. Psychoanalytically, transgressors are people who manage to regain their 
normality as there is minimum repression in their psychic constitution, as opposed to 
the rest, which includes those who are conscious but inactive due to fear, those who 
profess no fear and those who completely are unaware of fear or anything about their 
political repression, because it is still in the unconscious, who still experience 
psychical repression. As Freud argued when he states that everybody is necessarily 
neurotic, “ If we compare them to the products of psychoneuroses, to neurotic 
symptoms, two frequently repeated statements – namely, that the borderline between 
the normal and the abnormal in nervous matters is a fluid one, and that we are all a 
little neurotic – acquire meaning and support.” (1966: 278) ‘Such is the price one pays 









The Foreign Talent Issue reveals a paradox in the realm of state-making on the part of 
the ruling elite and civil society in Singapore. Singapore society, or rather modern 
Singapore society, is characterised by two features; firstly, its composition, with most 
of its population being of migrant stock and secondly, its relatively new existence as a 
nation-state. The task of developing the consciousness of its citizens as a nation is not 
the easiest and certainly not an enviable one. This is made more difficult by the 
situation the ruling elite had to face after its separation from Malaysia in 1965, leading 
to the promotion of pragmatism as the guiding principle ahead of other ideals. Any 
policy adopted, therefore, has to be based on nothing but pragmatic grounds. Foreign 
Talent policy is no exception. 
   
The various statements generated through interviews with the respondents as seen in 
Chapter 2 not only indicate their displeasure. It also somehow demonstrates that 
Singaporeans generally have internalised the notion of Singapore citizenship and the 
benefits and rights that are supposed to accompany one whose status is a citizen. This 
status is used to19 rally round in opposition to the FT. The work of the ruling elite has 
produced intended effects in generating the sentiment of collectivity on the part of 
Singaporeans. On one hand, they have achieved an essential objective. On the other 
hand, this accomplishment is undermined by the foreign talent policy, which rests on 
one of the founding principles of the nation-state. 
                                                 
19 Notwithstanding differing perceptions on what Singapore culture is, Singaporeans by and large are of 
the view that citizens, by virtue of their status as citizens, should be treated better than foreigners. 
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 Psychoanalysis epistemologically and ontologically challenges the various 
assumptions of sociology and other disciplines. The premise that human beings are 
rational, calculating actors who take into account benefits and losses before engaging 
in an activity, making sure that they derive the most beneficial outcome from their 
estimation of the situation they are in constitutes the basic assumption in the 
discipline of economics. In sociology, it is not always the case but there have been 
and there are still many who take this as a starting point in their research. Sociological 
papers have been written to counter this assumption of human behaviour, by showing 
that there are times when people behave irrationally and reminding that human life is 
much more complex than the assumption makes it to be. 
 
Closely related to rationality is the notion of reflexivity. By reflexivity, what we mean 
is simply an awareness that one could perceive the world and is conscious of having 
thoughts, as Wiley (1994: 77) aptly quotes from Kant, “It must be possible for the “I 
think” to accompany all my representations; for otherwise something would be 
represented in me which could not be thought at all, and that is equivalent to saying 
that the representation would be impossible, or at least would be nothing to me.”   
 
One needs to be aware of thoughts and presence of ideas in relation to oneself before 
one could make cost-benefit analysis of a potential act. In other words, one has to be 
aware that one exists in the first place before anything else. This awareness then 
allows one to go into second-order reflexivity, as some have put it, in which one 
thinks in greater abstraction. In psychoanalysis, the assumption of reflexivity, just like 
rationality, cannot be taken for granted as well. It becomes questionable whether 
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people are really aware of their intentions and motives as psychoanalysis opens up a 
new ontological space that does not form part of their awareness. There are admittedly 
times when one is not completely aware of what one is doing. Alcohol could certainly 
induce one into a state one is not normally in. However, we are dealing with 
something quite different than that of alcohol or mental disorders caused by genetic 
factors.  
 
We would like to think that we are in control of our thoughts and action. The concept 
of the unconscious questions the validity of that idea by introducing the notion that 
there is more to what we think we know about ourselves, without alluding to any 
theological argument of how this is the case. There are things beyond our control; 
these are impulses in the unconscious. Although they are beyond our conscious state 
and awareness, they do affect our waking life in ways we are not aware of. The 
repression of the unconscious materials is for a purpose; it serves to ensure the 
experience of the least psychical pain to a person. Despite the drive for these materials 
to express themselves fully in the conscious state of a person, there is a mechanism to 
prevent it from achieving its objective, so that when they could manage to manifest 
themselves, they would only be revealing part of the whole content, and often in a 
distorted form. At the rarest of times would they manage to appear unchecked and 
unregulated in their form through the unconscious; this would be the most unbearable 
and painful experience psychically, although it has to be said that, interestingly, it is at 
the same time an indication that a person has finally gained his freedom from the 
repressive apparatus of his unconscious. 
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Within sociology itself, the psychoanalytical theory does not seem to be very different 
and disconnected when one tries to take a look at the existing theories that are more 
‘acceptable’, such as Marx’s. Sociologically, the theoretical framework of Freud does 
not differ much from Marx’s, although it has to be said that Marx’s influence is 
perhaps more enduring throughout the discipline. Both thinkers contend that there are 
opposing forces in their respective system, with the system constantly achieving 
stability through the forces’ struggle with each other. Marx sees that the struggle is 
between mode of production and social relations of production whereas Freud 
recognises it in the instinctual drives and the handling of these natural drives, 
epitomised by the id and the superego. The attainment of stability, however, involves 
repression in both cases. Marx finds that any cultural form for a society expressed 
through institutions such as religion, philosophy and morality is utilised as a 
repressive mechanism to distort the true working of the system and consequently lead 
to false consciousness of the group without power. Freud could detect repression but 
traces it to the many processes, such as displacement, condensation, rationalisation, 
etc, which function to hide the unconscious contents from the person. Liberation for 
Marx could only be achieved through dismantling the system and constructing a new 
one, in which there would no longer be any struggle. Freud sees liberation in the 
disappearance of the symptoms and the heightened ability of the person to channel the 
energy that was spent to manage the struggle towards more productive activities. 
(Smelser, 2003: 23)  
 
The discipline of sociology owes its rich repertoire of theories and concepts from 
many sources, one of which is psychoanalysis. Although it is perhaps true to say that 
it is drawn upon by a small number of contemporary sociologists, there is no denying 
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that the contribution of psychoanalytical framework and concepts has served the 
discipline in numerous ways and helped to explain phenomena of varying types in 
various studies, be it analysis of cultural products, popular culture, study of authority 
in formal organisations, etc. The development of the discipline has to involve the 
incorporation of other paradigms, concepts from outside the field itself, the way it has 
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1. What is the first thing that comes to mind when the term Foreign Talent comes 
up? 
 
2. Any particular person or group that comes to mind? 
 
3. What do you think of Foreign Talent? 
 
4. Do you have any friend who is a foreigner working in Singapore? Any 
experience working with one? 
 
5. What about sports and foreign talent? 
 
6. What about those who become PRs and then citizens? 
 
7. What does it take for a FT to be a local? 
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